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 ABSTRACT 
GETTING TO KNOW A CONGREGATION THROUGH ITS STORIES  
IN ORDER TO UNLEASH ITS NARRATIVES 
by 
Christine Rose Burke Cook 
This dissertation focuses on the importance of active pastoral listening to 
congregational stories in order to learn the language of the congregation, discern the life 
story of the congregation, and unleash that congregation’s life story in transformational 
ministry. This process is rooted in the biblical teaching of remembrance as found 
throughout Scripture. In essence, when a church remembers, relates, and narrates God’s 
story in the context of its particular church history, transformational ministry results. 
Forty congregants divided into seven groups of the Grove Hill United Methodist 
Church in Grove Hill, Alabama divided into seven groups, agreed to tell stories in 
response to four interview questions. The analysis of these stories helped to reveal and  
identify emerging common themes and dominant narratives that form the life story of the 
church.  
This study revealed that the overarching theme of the life story of Grove Hill 
United Methodist Church is that everyone is accepted at GHUMC: whether strong in 
their faith, or weak; those who are searching or those who have already found; or, those 
who are different in appearance, ability, or theology. The following sub-themes appear in 
the life story of GHUMC: (1) Family is important and GHUMC is like a family; (2) they 
are very traditional and Methodist (methodical) in worship and in doctrine; (3) GHUMC 
likes to have fun and fellowship together; and (4) the church is experiencing anxiety 
 about the future of the church. The life story of the church, once it is told and retold, 
reconnects the church to God’s story, and amazing, transformational ministry results.
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CHAPTER 1 
PROBLEM 
Introduction  
In the infancy of my ministry, over twenty-five years ago, I experienced a 
phenomenon that seems common among many inexperienced pastors with their over 
excitement. I was intent upon sharing everything I knew about the Bible, God, and the 
Church with my congregation, all the while not listening, much less understanding, who 
my congregants were as an individual congregation or even what God was already doing 
in that particular church. Naively, believing that since I was seminary trained, all that was 
needed was for me to pour out the knowledge I had attained to individuals in each church 
and that ministry would happen. Consequently, I discovered that ministry was difficult 
and that my congregations did not share my excitement for my words of wisdom or 
appreciation for my divine insight. In other words, my mode of ministry was not 
effective. 
I have served eleven churches in the Alabama-West Florida Conference, 
including a four-point charge, while my husband, also a United Methodist pastor, has 
served nine. Although every church is United Methodist, each one is different. Each 
church has different understandings, needs, and ministries. Each church, as it reflects 
those differences, has its own personality. As my understanding of ministry began to 
evolve, I started to realize that in order to communicate effectively within each 
congregation, I needed first to master each church’s particular narrative language. As 
pastor, I had to discern where God has already moved and the path along which the 
congregation was currently moving and act as a catalyst for further growth. It became 
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vital that I became a part of the church’s story in order to help shape the story effectively 
so that the voice of the church would be unified, strong, and experiences transformational 
power. I realized that I had misconstrued my role as being one who dispenses knowledge 
to individuals. I began to understand that my role was first learning the congregation’s 
story, how it connects with God’s story, and then bringing out that story as much as 
possible for transformational ministry. James E. Hopewell defines the hermeneutical task 
of ministry: 
The hermeneutical task is not merely the mining of biblical revelation in 
ways meaningful to individuals. It is more basically the tuning of the 
complex discourse of a congregation so that the gospel sounds within the 
message of its many voices. (11) 
  
The problem becomes how a pastor, who is a newcomer, can best learn to understand and  
speak this new narrative language in order to build on God’s work already being acted 
out in a congregation in a timely manner. By learning to speak the language, the pastor 
becomes a more effective minister within his or her particular congregation. 
Although I began to refocus my efforts around this idea, I have not always been 
successful in learning a church’s narrative language. One example involves my 
appointment to Belleview United Methodist Church eleven years ago. I noticed a sign in 
front of a vacant lot next to the church that read, “Future Home of Belleview United 
Methodist Church’s Sanctuary.” When I learned that the sign had been up for fifteen 
years, I decided that the sign should come down. Either we would build a sanctuary or 
remove the sign. The church leaders quickly became excited about realizing the dream of 
building the sanctuary. I was able to catch the wave of the vision, and within 11/2 years 
the congregation moved into a large, beautiful new sanctuary, but I was moved on 
because it was clarified to me and the congregation that I had completed the task for 
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which God had sent me to Bellview to do. I had cultivated the dream but not the 
relationships that resulted in future dreams. As pastor I mobilized and led them to build 
the sanctuary just as the contractor is able to build a house but not a home. I entered their 
story only at a peripheral level but never learned their language, and so I was moved on. 
It remained a Pyrrhic victory: I won the battle but lost the war, but I began to learn. 
At a subsequent appointment, I listened and became a part of the church’s story 
before taking on its visions and its dreams. At a January visioning day, the leaders of the 
Saint Andrew United Methodist Church dreamed that adding a media system that 
incorporated PowerPoint sermon notes, PowerPoint announcements, and hymns projected 
via television screens would serve to upgrade the worship services. This story spread 
through the congregation quickly. As with any change, the leadership understood that 
opposition could, and most likely would follow change, so, rather than focusing on how 
TVs might mar the ornate sanctuary or how the TVs could detract from the tradition of 
the service, stories emerged about other churches which used TVs that congregants had 
attended and how they liked the media. I also began hearing comments such as, “When 
we get our TVs, we can,...” or the youth saying, “I am learning PowerPoint presentation 
in school, so I can help with the new system.” The stories and comments continued for 
about six months before any formal meeting occurred to discuss the issue of a new media 
system in the sanctuary. The idea had already disseminated throughout the congregation 
when the Trustees Committee met in August. If the church needed TVs, the Trustee 
Committee began discussing ways of obtaining them. Throughout the entire process, I 
was not in charge of the conversational dialogue. On a personal level, I wanted the TVs, 
but I understood that my thoughts were not important for the success of this venture. The 
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congregational narrative was in the lead. I was part of the story, soothing feelings, 
quelling misgivings, and understanding this huge step toward an intimidating future for 
the congregation. I focused on helping to frame the narrative in the background, leaning 
on my understanding that this church had done amazing things in the past with God’s 
help and they would continue to do so. Through personal relationships with the members, 
I was a part of their story but not actively promoting my own agenda. By October, the 
TVs arrived and sat in boxes in the halls for several weeks for all to walk by. The 
narrative continued to develop along such lines as, “They aren’t as big as I thought; 
That’s good,”, and, “They won’t compromise the beauty of the sanctuary.” When visitors 
asked about the boxes, members excitedly shared our vision and told the story of the 
TVs. Those congregants who feared the changes became acclimated to the TVs in the 
hallway long before they were installed. They were actually installed just in time for the 
Advent season. The Christmas cantata, carols, and message integrated this new system, 
the congregation was simply enthralled, and their story expanded to envision new modes 
and methods of ministry.  
Overall, the process of integrating with the congregational narrative took four 
years. A United Methodist pastor may not have four years to establish this depth of 
relational ministry. I have realized that as a pastor, I should understand and integrate the 
church’s life story in order to lead the congregation effectively toward greater 
transformational ministry. Learning the congregational story and becoming a part of the 
story need to be expedited. The problems ultimately introduce the quest for bridges to 
facilitate learning the story and becoming a part of the story creating a healthy process for 
expanding the life story. 
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One thing that I have observed is that the life story of each congregation has 
tremendous power. The life story paradigm, or systems story, is “a set of core beliefs 
which result in the multiplicity of conversations and which maintains the unity of the 
culture” (Steel 2). The life story is a phenomenon of relationships that, when shared and 
recounted, allow the original details or message to transform into a new narrative that 
creates distinct system stories unique to each congregation. In order to unearth this life 
story, a cultural analysis of the congregation must include discovering significant motives 
or themes “that through their conscious and unconscious repetition by church members 
sanction the world-view, ethos, and praxis of the parish” (Hopewell 30). These themes 
act as a map for the pastor to learn the language that communicates the life story of the 
congregation. 
Congregational narratives form a system story that develops and then expands to 
create a congregation’s worldview. A deep-seated relationship exists between the 
congregational life and narrative. First, the congregation’s self-perception is revealed 
through the stories they tell concerning the life and ministry of the church (Hopewell 46). 
This self-perception is self-fulfilling. Therefore, in order to discover what the 
congregation thinks about who they are, one must listen to their conversation. Second, 
communication among congregational members is predominantly in the form of stories: 
(48) To discover what is going on, one must listen to the stories being shared. 
Additionally, the very assembling of the people is a participation in the already existing 
narrative structures of the world’s societies in which they reside (48). The same schemata 
of stories is told throughout history, through myths or narratives, and has captured the 
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awareness of each community, therefore, these same themes and schemata are found in 
the life story of a church (46).  
Churches communicate their stories, even in recounting pedestrian or trivial 
activities. Significantly, the small, seemingly innocuous activities that just happen are the 
legend to follow the route toward understanding. A pastor can learn to hear, read, and 
understand these signposts along the way revealed through the stories. Stories are the 
channel by which a church participates in the worldwide mission of God in order to carry 
out its vocation. Failure by the pastor to read and understand the dominant narrative 
threatens to derail or, at least, retard a church’s participation in God’s worldwide mission. 
The mission of United Methodist churches is ultimately defined in The Book of 
Discipline of The United Methodist Church: “The mission of the Church is to make 
disciples” (87). This charge taken from the words of Jesus, in Matthew 28:16-20, in what 
is commonly called The Great Commission, affirms the vocation and challenges his 
disciples:  
Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching 
them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with 
you always, to the very end of the age. (NIV) 
  
Based on Jesus’ charge, the inherent life story of the church should transform disciples 
through their stories. Transformational ministry happens by connecting the church’s story 
to God’s story. Through narrative, a congregation first senses and then lives out its 
mission. Therefore, as a minister, simply hearing and understanding the life story of a 
congregation is not enough. The minister must connect, and then repeatedly reconnect, 
the church to its mission by helping the members continue to develop a more 
transformative story. This process is continually adapting the message so that it can be 
Cook 7 
 
told in the language of the congregation, within their unique culture and voice, so that the 
church owns the story and then communicates the transformational story. James E. 
Hopewell shares, “A healthy congregation, like a healthy family, is one that understands 
and tells its stories” (193). With each telling, the story reconnects each generation to its 
life-giving mission of making disciples. 
This concept of speaking the cultural language and understanding the cultural 
setting is not a new approach for ministry. Missionary strategists have used this approach 
in foreign settings for years. Eugene A. Nida points out how good missionaries are those 
who seek to immerse themselves in the indigenous culture by learning the ways of the 
people to whom they seek to minister in order to communicate a new way of life (xi). 
Nida’s study in customs and cultures for Christian missions outlines an appreciation and 
respect for the customs and cultures of others that preclude ministry. Nida emphasizes, 
“It is too easy to regard another person’s reasoning as illogical, artificial, and immature” 
(6). One’s own shortsightedness, imposed by familiarity of one’s views, tends to hinder 
the process of understanding another culture. An understanding of the language, its depth 
and nuances, must be understood, as well as an awareness that God has worked in and 
through many different socio-cultural patterns in order to have an entry point for ministry 
(Hesselgrave 71, 76, 93; Nida 40-52). The problem of ministering cross-culturally has 
existed since the Bible came into being. Missionaries have had to contend with how to 
learn and understand a culture effectively and exponentially. Much can be learned 
through the exploration of this cross-cultural approach. 
The Alban Institute has also recently recognized this narrative avenue of approach 
for effective ministry. The Institute is studying various kinds of narrative work with local 
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congregations to continue to seek healthy practices that will lead to a viable and 
sustainable future. Larry A. Golemon states, “[We] believe it is time to reclaim the power 
of these stories—biblical, personal, and communal—for renewing our faith traditions and 
transforming the shape of ministry and congregational practice” (Goleman Reclaiming 
the Story 7). Alban consultants are concentrating on tracking how congregations can 
overcome disabling stories and how pastors, priests, rabbis, and other leaders can work 
with congregations to generate new stories of promise (Finding Our Story vii). One of the 
consultants at Albin Institute, Cheryl Mann, explains that with our shifting culture, “due 
to a rapidly changing economy, demographic mobility, and shifts in urban-rural 
landscapes, congregations and local communities need a renewed sense of place to 
revitalize their stories of origin, identity, and purpose” (ix). While Albin Institute 
currently focuses on disabling narratives of a congregation, the goal of its research is to 
enable a congregation to tell its story in the many voices of their people. This dissertation 
focuses on exploring the revitalization and unleashing of the congregational story in the 
particular setting of Grove Hill, Alabama.  
Church leader Rick Warren identifies the problem of churches─they do not know 
their purpose: “Nothing precedes purpose. The starting point for every church should be 
the question, ‘Why am I here?’” (81). Every church, whether it is vibrant, growing, 
plateaued, declining, or discouraged, needs to recapture a clear vision of what God wants 
to do in and through the church in its particular setting. Nothing is more important for 
effective pastoral leaders and church leaders than discovering and owning a purpose for 
the church and then communicating that purpose throughout the church on a regular basis 
(94). Stories provide the perfect medium of communication. The narratives of the church 
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reawaken the story of purpose and provide the means through which a story is told and 
retold, generating life.  The pastor can be a synthesizer of the individual stories to form a 
unified congregational story that has meaning and purpose. 
Lyle E. Schaller has also explored the approach of recalling the heritage of the 
church, in order to build new opportunities for ministry on that heritage and to respond to 
the people overlooked by other community churches. He maintains that by seeking to 
build on the values and heritage of the past without feeling obligated to maintain the 
structures of the past can be prophetic for the church (Activating 39). Schaller also 
encourages the church to identify “those strands of local traditions that can be affirmed 
and built on in planning for the future” (Strategies 44). The future can be transformed by 
the strengths of the past. 
Drew Seminary has also identified narrative research in ministry as a crucial 
component for Doctor of Ministry studies in a postmodern world (Savage and Presnell 
21-23). The seminary teaches the students that narrative research acts as a map to study 
and reflect upon the various stories that intersect, parallel, and create the life story (29-
31). This new approach to research departs from the modern era quantitative research 
approach. People live in a narrative world that cannot be understood fully by formulas or 
statistics. The experiences of contemporary persons is intentional, relational, and storied; 
thus, a narrative qualitative method of research is an effective means of study that draws 
upon the communication strengths of this new age.  
Project Description 
The purpose of this study was to conduct semi-structured interviews with seven 
focus groups of Grove Hill United Methodist Church (GHUMC) members in order to 
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listen actively and learn the culture of the congregation through the congregational 
narrative. The dual process of hearing and understanding the life story of the 
congregation is paramount to becoming a part of the narrative for the new pastor who 
plans to engage the church in a transformational ministry. However, hearing and 
understanding are not enough for the pastor; the pastor must adjust the complex 
conversations of a congregation so that the gospel sounds within the message of its many 
storied voices (Hopewell 11). Integrated listening happens by unearthing the 
congregation’s holistic life story in order to acquire the authority for ministry for the 
future. This study shows how to excavate the primary story through active listening to 
stories told by members of the church about their church. 
Research Questions 
Two research questions comprised the foundation of this study. These questions 
explored the different aspects of the study and designed the framework for the research. 
Each element was crucial to understanding and arriving at the desired results of learning 
the language of the church through its stories. 
Research Question #1 
What are the dominant church narratives?  
Research Question #2 
What basic narrative themes emerge from the main stories told by the 
congregation (i.e., characters, time, setting, plot, mood)? 
Definition of Terms 
A number of specific terms are unique to this study. This research defines each 
word as used within the study.  
Cook 11 
 
A system story is a narrative that is rooted in core beliefs that maintain the unity 
of culture. It reveals the identity and language of a congregation. 
A congregation is a group of gathered Christian believers who hold a distinct 
name and identify members who congregate regularly to celebrate a universally 
experienced worship. A congregation communicates sufficiently to “develop intrinsic 
patterns of conduct, outlook and story” (Hopewell 13). 
A congregational narrative is the set of stories told by individuals and groups of a 
congregation that conveys the core values and the understanding of the implicit language 
and culture of each individual church. 
Ministry Project 
The project focused on a new pastor’s listening to GHUMC congregation’s 
stories: observing the plots and twists of plot, the progressions of characters, and the trails 
of settings in order to enter into the shared life of the congregation (48). In the children’s 
movie The Lion King, the powerful and moving theme is to remember who you are. This 
seemingly simple concept of remembering and celebrating the past is key to 
understanding the present and crucial to understanding each unique and varied church 
setting. GHUMC is unlike any church I have ever served.  Of Course, I say that about 
every church I serve. Therefore, in order to minister effectively, I must learn the language 
in order to help the church examine, refine, and reveal their system story through a series 
of interviews. The seven focus group semi-structured interviews reveal the themes and 
dominant church narratives that are used by the church and serve as a key to 
understanding the system story of the church.   
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Context 
Grove Hill United Methodist Church’s congregation presents a unique culture and 
view of who they are. This culture has been growing and developing since its conception 
in 1840 when the Methodists in Macon (the name for what is now Grove Hill) met in the 
Masonic lodge. The church received its first pastor in 1860. Since that time the church 
has grown into a very active and stable church. In the early 1900s, the town experienced 
growth and the church prospered, with its peek culminating in the 1960s with an 
attendance of 180 and a peak membership of 368 (Alabama/West Florida Conference 
Journal Statistical Table 1 Part 1 Demopolis District). The church seemed to lose 
momentum in the 1970s as people migrated to the cities. Finally, the church has seemed 
to stabilize and for the past thirty years with attendance averages fluctuating between 
seventy-five and eighty-two. Today, in 2014, newcomers are relatively nonexistent to the 
area. Likewise, the membership of the church has remained static. While every age group 
is represented in its constituency, generally, the newcomers are one of three things: born 
into the church family, married into the church family, or come to live near their children 
in retirement. Most of the people in the congregation have grown up in or near Grove Hill 
and participate in many of the community activities together as well as in church 
activities, including other area churches. This dualism creates a system that is difficult for 
an outsider to understand and to enter.  
Overall, the educational level of the congregation is very high. The church has 
many post-secondary, graduate, and post-graduate members. The high educational level 
is reflected in the level of culture that surrounds the church and its members. Many are 
very active in book clubs, writing guilds, musicals, and community bands. Much of the 
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community’s life spills over into the congregation and consequently much of the church’s 
life spills over into the community. The identity of GHUMC is closely tied to the identity 
of the city of Grove Hill.  
Two distinct cultures exist within Grove Hill: the black culture and the white 
culture. While these two cultures intertwine at several already established levels, they 
remain completely separate and distinct. The culture explored within this paper reflects 
the culture represented by GHUMC, the white culture.  
GHUMC is located in the Demopolis District of the Alabama West-Florida 
Conference of the United Methodist Church. The Demopolis District of the Alabama-
West Florida Conference of the United Methodist Church is the most rural district within 
the conference. Because of its rural nature, many district churches cling to system stories 
that have become integral parts of their identity. Since influx of new ideas or ways of 
doing things is sporadic, the rural areas are more established in these patterns of behavior 
and understand and celebrate their rich history. 
This study took place in Clarke County, Alabama. Also known as Timber 
Country, Clarke County enjoys a rich heritage of Native American influence blended 
with strong southern roots. As a result, Clarke County is a thoroughly southern and 
country culture that greatly appreciates the arts and tradition of storytelling. Above all 
else, understanding and communicating one’s own story is especially important. David 
Mathews, who was raised in Grove Hill and went on to become the president of the 
University of Alabama, commented on Clarke County and the surrounding counties: 
“Among the most important things the counties have shared are legends of their 
origins─stories handed down from generation to generation” (14). The strength and 
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importance of storytelling in this culture provide a solid basis for this church to discover 
its respective system stories and to discover how to thrive in transformational ministry. 
Methodology 
This qualitative research project employed semi-structured focus groups and 
sought to answer four main overarching questions in order to uncover the system story of 
Grove Hill United Methodist Church. 
The focus groups were selected with every effort to represent every viable area of 
the church accurately as well as being representative of the church’s constituency. The 
members of the seven focus groups were chosen as representatives of existing groups that 
are actively engaged in the church. Consequently, the selection was limited to people 
who participate in more than just worship on Sunday mornings and have become a part of 
a small group. The participants section delineates the breakdown of the focus groups. 
Each focus group consisted of five to seven participants. The composite membership 
number in the focus groups was forty.  
These seven focus groups adequately revealed the composition of the 
congregation. Each group reflected more women than men participate in the church. 
Three groups indicated that more older people are involved in the church than younger 
(older adult Sunday School, men’s coffee group, and prayer group). Only one group 
included those 30 to 40, which showed the limited involvement of that vast age group. 
Though children and youth are involved in the church, they were not utilized in this study 
since the nature of questions reflected more of the history of the church, which limited 
the ability for answers from those so young. Currently, no members between the ages of 
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18-30 are actively involved in the life of the church. Many of the youth leave Grove Hill 
to attend college and rarely return. 
A handout with the four interview questions was given to each participant of  a 
focus group three days before the session so that he or she could have time to think and 
reflect upon the questions. Individuals were asked not to discuss the questions before the 
interview session with participants of their group or other focus groups because of the 
potential skewing of results. 
Each focus group was invited to meet at a predetermined separate time at the 
church. Meetings convened in the church library around a large table or in the fellowship 
hall of the church, depending on where each particular group felt more comfortable. The 
maximum time for the session was two hours involving semi-structured interviews that 
were tape recorded by a machine set in the middle of the table. As the facilitator, I sat 
toward the middle of the table in order to ensure full group participation as well as 
neutrality. 
At the beginning of each session, I introduced, shared, and explained the purpose 
of the study; explained the limited release of the confidentiality contract and asked each 
person to sign the contract; and, set the following guidelines for the discussion and asked 
that the participants to follow them, I provided the following guidelines at the beginning 
of the session (see Appendix B). 
Semi-structured interviews were chosen for each group because the facilitator can 
prompt each person in the group to answer the set of four questions without quenching 
the synergy that is created within the group dynamic. The four questions create the 
framework for the church narrative collected but in no way present a rigidity to exempt 
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other church stories from being told that do not fit the framework. I attempted to limit the 
length of the answers when necessary in order to control time allotment. Each question 
took about thirty minutes to answer. 
The questions can be found in Appendix A. These questions were handed out to 
the participants three days before their focus group met in order to give them time to 
meditate on their stories. I asked the focus group members not to discuss these questions 
before or after the group session. As the facilitator I encouraged every member to 
participate. Not only did I tape record the verbal recitation of the stories, but I also kept 
detailed notes of who was speaking, nonverbal interaction that happened, and group 
dynamic, noting reactions to the stories as well as nonverbal cues within the story that are 
significant to translation of the story. When needed, I reworded the question without 
substantially changing the meaning to prompt further responses. These groups have 
already established patterns of communication; therefore, I also needed to note these 
preordained patterns and attempted to discover the significance of these patterns held for 
the group.  
Once the questions were answered, I invited the members of the focus group to 
share any other stories they believed needed to be shared. We closed in prayer and 
dismissed.  
I thought that minimalizing the time from interview to transcription was important 
in order to keep the story true and to keep an atmosphere of what was communicated and 
how it was communicated in the focus group fresh; therefore, within three days after the 
interview, I transcribed the audio tape of stories, synthesizing the field notes with 
corresponding stories. Coding was used for each story to facilitate the transcription, 
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noting the focus group number, question number, and order in which the story was told, 
as well as person who told the story.  
Each story was analyzed to discover the primary characters in the story, theme of 
story, genre in which the story was told, and overall purpose of the story in answering the 
question. After gathering the data from the seven focus groups’ transcribed stories that 
answered the four questions, a pattern of story emerged. The overall common characters, 
themes, genres, and purpose were determined, which revealed the core values, self-
perception, and the overarching lifestory of Grove Hill United Methodist Church.  
Participants 
The subjects of this study were members of Grove Hill United Methodist Church. 
This qualitative study utilized seven focus groups in a semi-structured interview from 
GHUMC. Each focus group was made up of three to seven members of the church. The 
members of each focus group are chosen to characterize the different natural groups 
already existing in the church, thus representing of the natural flow of the church and 
relational patterns. These focus groups included: the choir (between the ages of 30-90), 
the prayer group (50-90), the men’s coffee group (50-90), the older adult Sunday school 
class (70-100 year olds), the middle adult Sunday school class (55-70 years old), the pre-
middle adult group (40-55 year olds), and the parents of our youth and children (30-40). 
Instrumentation  
This was a qualitative research project. A qualitative research project is best 
suited for research questions whose answers need to be unearthed and explored. Stories 
are ever evolving with each telling, so they are dynamic rather than static entities to be 
analyzed using a set formula. John W. Creswell explains that the process of the research 
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is just as important as the research itself: “You may need to learn more from the 
participants through exploration” (53).  The instruments used to collect data are seven 
semi-structured focus groups answering four questions in order to determine the 
dominant themes of the congregational stories and the dominant narratives of the church. 
The major themes of the stories unearth a system story. The members of the 
GHUMC gathered together to listen to the thematic evaluation of their stories in order to 
remember who they are. With remembrance comes a shared identity. Then, together with 
the pastor, who is now a part of this story, the body begins to construct the story for the 
future of the mission and ministry of the church for the transformation of the world. 
Variables 
This study involved no independent predictor variables. The themes discovered 
within the stories were uncovered and never manipulated. Therefore, no dependent  or 
intervening variables existed. The result of no independent or dependent variables is that 
there were no variables that intervene in this qualitative research project. 
However, mitigating factors may have influenced the study. The choice of stories 
first told by church members were often the stories that the storyteller thought I wanted to 
hear or stories spun to make an individual or the church look good. Known as 
unintentional interference, such actions may have compromised open, honest storytelling 
that would have more accurately uncovered the church’s system story. The information 
was still valuable, however, in exposing how the members wish their church was viewed 
and what they hoped to communicate to those inside and outside of the church 
understood. Placing time limits for each story could control this factor in the future and 
encourage more spontaneous and sincere responses.  
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Data Collection 
This project utilized eight weeks to collect the data. The data consists of 
interviews of forty members of the GHUMC congregation divided into seven focus 
groups. Each focus group met for about two hours and was asked to respond to four 
questions in a semi-structured interview at the GHUMC. All stories were recorded and 
documented with detailed note taking.  
Data Analysis 
The stories were analyzed through qualitative research methods, reviewing the 
transcripts and identifying the themes that emerged from each individual story. The 
characters, plot, setting/worldview, order, and time all contributed to the analysis of the 
thematic discourse and were utilized in the evaluation. The dominant church narratives 
were observed and noted. 
Generalizability 
This study focused on church members within the Grove Hill United Methodist 
Church in Clarke County, Alabama, which presents limitations, delimitations, and 
significance for churches in other categories. The primary limitation was that the research 
project was contained to a rural church setting by virtue of interviewing only one church 
in this cultural setting. When prompting the participants, I became a part of the story 
instead of being an independent observer, thus influencing the telling of the system story. 
The significance for other pastors and churches was the insight gained through this study 
of how a pastor can learn the language of a church and conduct a shared analysis of the 
system story of a church and how that understanding can lead to transformational 
ministry as the members recount their system story. Moreover, because inhabitants of a 
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rural area are generally more resistant to adjusting their worldviews, this research offers 
definite hope for rural and nonrural churches alike. 
Theological Foundation 
Throughout the Bible, the Israelites suffered from the problem of spiritual 
amnesia. Repeatedly, God reminded the Israelites that the key to remembrance is the 
constant retelling of their story. One cannot follow a path one does not remember. 
Marking the path for oneself, as well as for future generations, is crucial so that the path 
is neither lost nor forgotten. The narrative of Deuteronomy focuses on the theme of 
remembering the Lord God and his commandments and following them.  
Language Divided 
In the book of Genesis, the world begins with people speaking the same language 
and moving toward the same purposes. The history and practices of the people were the 
same in the beginning of the world. Eventually, the people came together to build a tower 
to reach God. While this show of unity appeared to be a good thing, God knew the 
motivations for trying to reach him were very self-serving. Therefore, he came down and 
confused their language so that they could no longer communicate effectively with each 
other. Consequently, they were unable to work together to finish the tower, making 
meaningful relationships difficult. Relationships happen best when people speak the same 
language and are able mutually to understand each other. The potential for learning other 
languages and working together existed. Genesis explains that the Israelites scattered 
throughout the world. Communication is essential for meaningful relationships.  
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Remember 
The consistency of Scripture is that God has initiated relationships between 
individuals as well as initiated the relationship with himself and continues to desire a 
relationship with his people. One good example of the importance of relationships is the 
book of Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy is set during a transitional period in Israel’s history. 
After 430 years of slavery to the Egyptians, Moses liberated the Israelites. However, 
instead of building a bridge to restore the relationship between God and his people, this 
freedom only served to exacerbate the relationship. Therefore, God chose to have his 
people wander for forty years before entering the Promised Land in hopes of 
reestablishing the relationship. A generation perished following the captivity in Egypt, 
with the exception of a handful of faithful leaders.  
Before they entered and settled the land promised to them, God reaffirmed their 
understanding of their relationship with him. He was their God, and they were his people. 
His story was their story. They had to follow his commandments and his laws. By 
following the Lord’s commands, they would prosper, but failure to follow these 
commands would lead to death and destruction. Listening, remembering, and reaffirming 
their relationship with God was a life imperative. They had to keep the covenant 
continually, repeating God’s instruction faithfully, and pass it on to future generations, 
thus unleashing the power of their story to the next generation. In this way they could 
look toward a bright future. Armand DeKeyser affirms, “Looking toward the future 
beckons us to review our past. The past is our guide, our turning points that shape the 
way forward” (3). Thus, the Israelites were heralded to remember their past.  
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A primary assumption upon which the narrative of Deuteronomy is based is that 
the Israelites were quick to forget God and his commands and so they wandered around a 
lost people. Then throughout the book of Exodus, as they fled from captivity and bondage 
heading to the Promised Land, Israel continued to forget God’s goodness and protection 
and lost their redemptive story. God knew remembering one’s story was crucial for health 
and prosperity and peace. 
The theme and practice of retelling God’s story are carried throughout the whole 
tenet of Scripture. Storytelling was the major teaching method during Old Testament 
times. Since the written word was not yet available, word-of-mouth was the main tool for 
passing down the stories and teachings about God. Songs, such as Miriam’s Song, 
commemorated specific events (Exod. 15). Psalms reminded people of the nature of God. 
Recited litanies recalled God’s acts in history (Deut. 6). The Ebenezer stone was set 
down to remember what God had done (1 Sam. 7:12). Altars were erected to act as  
remembrances of the acts of an almighty God on behalf of his people (Exod. 17:15).  
The New Testament updates the storytelling theme through an act of 
remembrance contained within the institution of Holy Communion, when Jesus said, 
“This is my body given for you; do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19b, NIV). 
This passage indicates that God still uses both symbols and stories to remind his people 
not to forget what he, a loving God, has done for them. The story of God’s love—giving 
his only son to die for his people—is so great that the church today retells and remembers 
the story regularly through the act of Holy Communion. The emerging theme throughout 
Scripture is that God’s people are to remember his story. 
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Our Story 
Stories are a powerful shaper of people’s beliefs and behaviors. People tell their 
stories in a plethora of places: in the media, in school, at home, at work, and in churches. 
The narrative used in these stories shape what people believe and ultimately what they 
do. The church’s theological stance is that the stories being told through the media, 
school, home, work, and churches are tearing away at the religious culture because 
people are being influenced by stories that are not inherent in who they are as God’s 
people. Thus, people are becoming lost. The stories that give roots and wings to society 
are misplaced in all of the noise. God’s people need to reconnect to his story 
continuously. 
The God Story 
As in Deuteronomy, churches need to understand and tell their stories in order to 
reconnect with their past and thus shape the future. By listening and learning the stories, 
language, and implications of each story, the pastors become part of the story. By being a 
part of the story, they have has the power to assist in expanding the story in a 
transformational way. Together, with the church, the power of the narrative life story 
needs to be unearthed and unleashed to the world: power that is transformational for the 
individual, the church, and the world. 
Deuteronomy shows that just telling the story does not lead to health, life, and 
peace but that retelling stories often does. Repetition, bordering on redundancy, is 
imperative. Pastors often forget to retell the story, and as they forget, the churches tend to 
forget. In forgetting, other stories that surround the church gain entrance into the 
churches. The church quickly loses its way, just as the Israelites lost their way. Language 
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becomes confused when the church loses its way. Pastors must consistently keep the 
story in front of the people. Keeping the story alive will lead to health and life for the 
church. The earlier a pastor learns the language of each church and its story, the earlier he 
or she can establish relationships and enter into the role of storyteller and unleash true 
ministry. 
Overview 
The remainder of this dissertation explores how a church’s system story can be 
unearthed by the pastor and understood. Chapter 2 reviews selected literature about 
system stories within a church with a focus on understanding the narrative of a church’s 
culture. Chapter 3 presents the methodology of this study. Chapter 4 describes the results 
and major findings of the research. Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the findings, an 
interpretation of the research, and a listing of suggestions for further study. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE 
Allen Parry and Robert E. Doan recall the wonderful art of storytelling by stating, 
“Once upon a time, everything was understood through stories. Stories were called upon 
to make things understandable” (Parry and Doan 1). This is a statement that remains true 
today. Stories are the bedrock upon which communication is set.  In order to understand 
the fulfillment of the church’s transformational mission to the world better, one must 
review literature and explore the history of storytelling. In reviewing relevant literature, I 
explore five main areas: (1) the biblical and theological foundations of storytelling; (2) 
the understanding of modern and postmodern views in relation to storytelling; (3) the 
progression of storytelling within cultures—myths, fairy tales, and, specifically, the 
congregational culture of the church; (4) the analysis of a story; and, (5) the importance 
of hearing and telling the congregational stories. The chapter concludes by examining 
various studies researched and reported that explore the use of narrative as a means to 
study and know a congregation or institute. 
Biblical and Theological Foundation of Storytelling 
The Bible is essentially the story of how a relationship between God and his 
people is accomplished through the Old and New Testaments with a foreshadowing of 
how a relationship with God can develop. Instead of perceiving the Bible as a collection 
of individual stories, a narrative reading of Scripture recognizes that the Bible is 
essentially one story with a coordinating and universal plot comprised of a compilation of 
stories that work into that plot (Green and Pasquarello 28). Paul Brockelman explains, 
“The Bible is not so much a set of doctrines as it is a collection of stories about historical 
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events narratively available to the reader” (26). Richard Bauckham refers to it as a 
“meganarrative or grand narrative,” that is, many stories combined to form one 
overarching story (4). Christians believe that the Bible offers the basic story that people 
need to understand the world and how to live in it as the people of God (Bartholomew 
and Goheen, Drama 21; C. Wright 55). In fact the Bible can be perceived as “a story that 
encompasses all other human stories, draws them into meaning that God’s story with the 
world gives them” (Bauckham 5). This relational narrative begins with the story of the 
creation of a world in which God and his people live in harmony. When the people chose 
to abandon their relationship with God in favor of a new relationship with self, harmony 
was destroyed. The Old Testament speaks exclusively to God’s desire for reconciliation 
and his people’s willfulness, often selfish, desire and self-expression overriding the 
relationship. God continually tries to bridge the gap sin created in order to restore the 
harmony that once existed.  A biblical system story must be translated and passed down 
to many generations because “the biblical stories of the origin of things and of our follies 
and failings give, virtually without exception, a distinctively moral dimension to the 
answers they provide” (Parry and Doan 2). As a result, the relevance of the system story 
continues to impact and influence the stories of today. 
The Tower of Babel  
The Israelites, the people of God, did not always cooperate with this bridge-
building God. In the book of Genesis, the world began with people speaking the same 
language and moving toward the same purposes. The history and practices of all of the 
people were the same. Eventually, the people came together with a craving to build a 
tower to reach God. Their desire to reach God and work together toward that goal appears 
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to be a very good idea, but the story reveals that their motives were self-seeking instead 
of God seeking. Kevin M. Bradt affirms, “This impulse for security via the unity and 
conformity of thought, language, ideas, custom, religion and so forth is normal, natural 
and very human” (239).  However, having uniformity in all things is not always 
beneficial and, in fact, as the story of Babel illustrates, may be dangerous and destructive. 
Bradt explains that reliance on the bond of commonality for selfish purposes and gain 
“can lead to even greater confusion, misunderstanding, alienation, and division among 
those who seek to bridge the distance between themselves as they would between the 
heavens and earth−by a single structure, language or ideology” (Bradt 239). Upon 
observing the destructive behavior emerging during the building of the Tower of Babel, 
God came down and confused their language, thus altering all of their known patterns of 
communication, making working together to complete the tower almost impossible. The 
Israelites could no longer speak the same language; therefore, they could not understand 
each other, altering the nature of interpersonal relationship. The potential for learning and 
understanding each other through learning the new languages of their fellow Israelites 
existed if they worked together toward a common understanding, but instead of working 
to accomplish understanding, Genesis states that the people scattered throughout the 
world. The Israelites grasped the necessity of communication but failed to grasp the 
necessity of working toward common understanding. Consequently, their interpersonal 
relationships deteriorated as their relationship with God declined. 
Remember 
The Old Testament reveals many stories where the Israelites’ interpersonal 
relationships, as well as their relationships with God, suffered. A constant theme in 
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Scripture is that God places people in community with each other and continues to desire 
a relationship with his people. Throughout the Bible the Israelites suffered from a kind of 
spiritual amnesia. Repeatedly, God showed the Israelites that the key to remembrance lay 
invested in the constant retelling of the story of God’s love for his people and how he 
rescued them from adversity in order to restore the relationship that was lost. Through the 
repetition of these stories, God shows the way in which he has walked with the Israelites 
through trial and triumph, marking the way for future generations to follow. William H. 
Willimon states, “We cannot easily know where we ought to be going until we know 
where we have been” (56). One cannot follow a path one does not remember; the path 
must be marked for future generations and future journeys so that the path to a 
relationship with God is neither lost nor forgotten.  
The narrative that is the book of Deuteronomy is not just a reiteration by Moses of 
happenings in the lives of the Israelites as they wandered in the desert; but rather, is the 
cumulative effect of God’s work in their lives. While the stories seem to stand alone, they 
actually envelope the lives of the Israelites, focusing on the theme remember the Lord 
your God and his commandments—listen; obey God, and follow his commandments—
understand; follow the biblical model of retelling the story—act (Williams 154).  
The story of Deuteronomy follows a long period of captivity for the Israelites. 
After many years of hoping and praying, God ultimately freed them from their 
enslavement in Egypt. Although this time should have been a time of rejoicing and 
renewing the relationship between God and his people, the Israelites decided they needed 
to follow their own ideas of freedom and exercise their own desires instead. God, 
attempting to regain the lost relationship, sent his children wandering in the desert for 
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forty years; a time spent getting to know each other. During this journey many perished 
because of their complaining and giving in to selfish desires. Only a handful of leaders 
remained true to God, and God used them to show others the way to a relationship with 
God. Thus, the Israelites’ story is one of redemption. Freed from captivity they then had 
to rediscover and redeem their covenant with God. Kevin Bradt identifies this idea: 
Now with a story of her own, Israel is able to see how their benign, 
neutral, absolute world of Egypt and the Pharaoh was only an imaginary 
construct, a convenient contrivance, arranged and maintained to guarantee 
dominance and preference for some at the cost of others in the empire. 
(152) 
  
For the moment, the prevailing story for the Israelites became maintaining a relationship 
with God above all else. The Israelites quickly forget. 
The entire book of Deuteronomy focuses on remembrance. The word 
mimneskomia is derived from the Indo-European root men—to think, which carries with 
it the connotations of remembrance defined as: (1) referring to the intellectual ability, 
linking the past to the present, (2) To consider, or weigh, linking the present to the future, 
and 3. To be mindful, taking into account, assessing how the present relates to both the 
past and the future (Brown 230). Deuteronomy’s title, derived from the Septuagint (i.e. 
Greek) translation, means second law. The book is not an actual second law given to 
Moses but rather is “a re-statement (not merely a repetition) of the law for a new 
generation that had arisen during the wilderness journey” (MacDonald 202). In contrast 
to other books of the Bible, Deuteronomy does not merely state the law but also compels 
the Israelites to follow the law and remember the greater purpose of the law:  the 
relationship between God and his people. Bringing the law to the people in a narrative 
manner compels the Israelites to participate actively by incorporating the law into their 
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own lives and passing the law down to their children’s lives to be lived by them as well. 
John H. Walton and Victor H. Matthews explain the reasoning involved in keeping the 
law: 
The Israelites were not supposed to keep the law because it was the law; 
they were to keep the law because it reflected something of the nature of 
God and of what he wanted them to be like in order to remain in 
relationship with him. (217)  
 
The incorporation of the law into the lives of the Israelites was meant to be an expression 
of love by the people of God, neither a chore nor an obligation. Craig G. Bartholomew 
and Michael G. Goheen state that, “God’s law is to permeate every part of the people’s 
experience” (The True Story 59). By tying the story of redemption to the law, God 
ensured that it could be passed down to future generations easily, thus maintaining the 
sanctity of the relationship between God and his people. 
Deuteronomy presents three discourses given to Moses by God before entry into 
the Promised Land. The first discourse contains the plans to organize Israel for the 
completion of their journey with a command of obedience from the people. In the second 
discourse, Moses details the Law, which the Israelites did not hear because they were 
afraid of the voice of God (5:25-27). Moses introduced in chapters 6-11 the personal 
nature of the covenant relationship and discusses the details relating to the total 
commitment of individuals to the Lord (Walvoord, Zuck, and Dallas Theological 
Seminary 274). Laws regarding specific events are addressed in chapters 12-25. The 
second discourse’s conclusion returns the Israelites to the discourse’s beginning: to the 
Law and the blessings that can be found in following the law as well as the consequences 
of disobedience. Before Moses’ last days and death close the book, his third discourse 
reemphasizes the covenant relationship in Deuteronomy 29-30. Thomas W. Mann 
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explains that the greatest significance of the book of Deuteronomy is that this narrative of 
Moses acts as his last Will and Testament to the new generation(s) of Israelites (146). 
Indeed, the story of God to Moses will continue to live forever. 
Deuteronomy Chapter 6 is central to the book’s theme, offering to the Israelites a 
brief summary of religion and presenting the first principles of faith and obedience 
(Henry). The Shema is the central statement of the Jewish faith: “Hear O Israel, the Lord 
is our God, the Lord is one” (Deut. 6:4). In the Jewish tradition, the Shema is prayed in 
both in the morning and the evening services. According to the Encyclopedia of Judaism, 
the Shema communicates three basic principles:  
Shema (Deut. 6:4-9), which, according to the rabbis, is the acceptance of 
the Kingdom of Heaven, i.e., acceptance of God as the God of the Jewish 
people; (b) Ve-haya im shamo’a (Deut. 11:13-21), which, while reiterating 
much of the content of the first paragraph, adds the concept of Reward and 
Punishment; (c) Tsitsit (Num. 15:37-41), which details the law of the 
tsitsit (fringes) that must be placed on four-cornered garments, and 
concludes with mention of God’s redeeming Israel out of Egypt. (Neusner, 
Avery-Peck, and Green)  
 
The central purpose of the Shema is to retell the story of what God’s actions have done 
and evoke a response from his people, thus continually renewing the relationship between 
God and his chosen people. The Shema serves as the center of the Old Testament faith 
(Broschat 123). 
The opening verses of Deuteronomy prepared the Israelites for the declaration of 
God’s basic commandments as delivered by Moses and established him as the central 
figure in affirming the divine origin and authority of God’s law, which began before the 
Israelites entered the Promised Land (Keck 292). Deuteronomy 6:1 reiterates the 
commands, decrees, and laws that God gave to Moses to be imparted immediately before 
the Israelites entered into the Promised Land. God, through Moses, began to reestablish 
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his relationship with the Israelites once more, while emphasizing the serious 
consequences that would result if the relationship was not continued. God clearly 
delineates the relationship and boundaries of the relationship before the Israelites settle in 
their new land. The Israelites intentionally followed the guidelines God gave.  When the 
Israelites placed God and his law first in their lives, everything else in their new lives fit 
perfectly. If the Israelites had not placed God first, nothing else would have fit correctly 
in their new home and lives.  
Deuteronomy 6:2-3 provides the rationale for keeping the commands. Clearly this 
message was not intended just for the actual hearers of Moses’ discourse that day but was 
to be passed down to future generations, so that they would fear the Lord and enjoy a 
good life. The word fear in this passage denotes a relationship built on respect and awe. 
As one generation recounts the acts of God by retelling the miraculous stories of 
deliverance to the next generation, an inherent spirit of awe also passes along with the 
stories. 
“Hear O Israel” in Deuteronomy 6:3 is an invitation for the nation of Israel to 
respond to God with the same fullness of love that God displayed toward the Israelites, 
his people (Thompson 121). The Israelites are not only to hear the word but to carry and 
to live true to the word. This theme can be found throughout Old Testament and New 
Testament Scripture (e.g., Jas. 1:22). Hearing the Word of God is not enough; responding 
with actions of obedience is what God desires (Thomas Mann 147). The King James 
Bible denotes the power of the command, “Hear therefore, O Israel, and observe to do it” 
(emphasis mine; Deut. 6:3), while the New International Version, “be careful to obey,” 
and New Revised Standard, “observe them diligently,” each express a  premeditated 
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deliberateness of action. Obedience is not just a passive reaction but an active, intentional 
response to God’s exhortations. Passive listening is not an option. Thomas Mann states 
that, “One cannot listen to the story and simply conclude that it is interesting or even that 
it is profound” (147). One must decide, upon listening to the story, whether to accept it or  
reject it. God calls for the incorporation of his story into their lives. 
Deuteronomy 6:3 expands upon the ideas presented in 6:2: “that you may enjoy 
long life.” The statement, “So that it may go well with you and you may increase greatly” 
(NIV) is part of the covenant relationship God established with his people when he gave 
the commandments. If the Israelites loved God and followed his commands, God would 
bless them. God had already promised them a new land “flowing with milk and honey” 
(Exod. 3:14) if the people met their obligation under the covenant with obedience to God.  
The progression of the passage continues: “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the 
Lord is One” (Deut. 6:4 NIV). J. A. Thompson expounds on the singularity of the God 
the Israelites are to serve: “This great book now moves on to give expression to what was 
the heart of Israel’s confession, namely that Yahweh was not a pantheon of gods but One. 
He was, therefore, to be the sole object of Israel’s faith and obedience” (121). As they 
moved to a new land, they were not to be seduced by other gods but to maintain a 
singular focus on God.  
To help the Israelites remain focused, Deuteronomy 6:5 admonishes the Israelites 
to love God “with all their heart, with all their soul and with all their strength.” Love 
between God and the Israelites is to be an all-encompassing relationship of fear and awe, 
thus inspiring obedience through passionate love. Obeying God because of passionate 
love is a new and different relationship than the surrounding peoples had with their gods. 
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The relationship is based on reciprocity of God’s love for his people and their love for 
him. Obedience is not a response to a tyrannical god but an expression of love from a 
people to their god. The extent of a person’s love for God is complete and all-consuming. 
With this focus, verse six stresses that the commands should be in their hearts. The heart 
is the center of one’s being. The New Revised Standard compels one to “keep these 
words that I am commanding you today in your heart” (Deut. 6:6). The encouragement 
was not just to place them there but to understand them and keep them there by acting 
upon them.  
The verb usage of hear, “in Hebrew lexicography, is tantamount to ‘to obey,’ 
especially in the covenant context such as this. That is, to hear God, without putting it 
into effect is not to hear him at all” (Merrill 162). This command is given to the corporate 
body of the Israelites and indicates that as one community of faith they should show 
obedience, not just as individuals. The covenant was made by God with the nation of 
Israel and thus the Israelites must act as a unified community and follow God’s 
commands. 
Keeping God’s commands in one’s own heart is not enough; one must actively 
pass the commands on to future generations so that those generations may keep them in 
their hearts. Deuteronomy 6:7-9 offers the means for maintaining and preserving religion 
in the hearts and houses of God’s people. Much of the teaching in the Old Testament was 
passed down through oral tradition and storytelling. Biblical precepts and teachings were 
taught through repeating the words of the priest over and over until they became a part of 
one’s memory. Because writing was very limited, scrolls containing the religious laws 
and precepts were maintained by the religious leaders who would read to the parents with 
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the expectation that the parents would pass down this knowledge to their children (The 
Wesleyan Bible Commentary 496). 
Following God’s law is not instinctive but intentional. Because diligently 
following is not instinctive, parents must “impress them [God’s laws] upon [their] 
children” (NIV Deut. 6:6) to facilitate the intent to follow God’s law. The Hebrew word 
meaning impress means to whet, or sharpen them, in order to pierce deep into their hearts 
(Wesley Duet. 6:7). John Wesley teaches, “This metaphor (impressing upon the children) 
signifies the manner of instructing them, that it is to be done diligently, earnestly, 
frequently, discreetly” (Deut. 6:7). Repetition is the key to remembrance. Therefore, the 
story must be told and retold to the next generation so that it becomes their story. 
Deuteronomy 6:8, stresses the importance of the laws in that the Israelites are to 
“tie them as symbols on [their] hands and bind them on [their] foreheads” (Deut. 6:8). 
According to John H. Walton and Victor H. Matthews, this action may reference a 
practice in Syro-Palestine of wearing amulets in the form of headbands or armbands as 
protection from evil spirits: “If used here they are converted to reminders of the law or, in 
other places, may contain prayers or blessings, such as the small silver scrolls that were 
found in a pre-exile tomb just outside of Jerusalem in 1979” (228). The Jewish people did 
become very legalistic in the practice of their faith, and the males began to wear 
phylacteries as they said their morning prayers except on the Sabbath and Jewish 
holidays, which were a sign unto themselves (Thompson 123). Legalism destroyed the 
whole spirit of the ancient command to tie and bind the symbols. Most likely this 
instruction was to be used metaphorically with verses 7 and 9 to express that the Israelites 
were to internalize the laws of God with them, both literally and figuratively, revealing 
Cook 36 
 
from their demeanor that they were followers of the one true God as if this allegiance was 
written on their foreheads or as symbols on their hands: “These were signs enough, apart 
from any physical reminders” (124). Allegiance through obedience is meant to be 
metaphorical and does not require tattoos or other stigmas. 
Deuteronomy 6:9 states, “Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on 
your gates.” Due to the Israelite’s spiritual amnesia, they needed a reminder of who they 
represented upon entering or leaving their household. While the Israelites were captive in 
Egypt, they forgot their God. When they exited Egypt, they remembered him for a time 
but quickly forgot him again. They stood at the doorpost of a new land that would be 
theirs, and they needed to embrace God by the marking of this new entryway to a new 
life. Every entry and every exit was to be marked as a reminder of who and whose they 
were. In that way, God went everywhere they went.  
Verses 10-12 of chapter six embellish the blessings of this new land and reminded 
the Israelites that although they did nothing to deserve these benefits God provided this 
land of plenty for the blessing of his people. God warned the Israelites of the danger of 
prosperity: They would forget the one who gave them the law, or they would worship 
other gods (MacDonald 207). The New Interpreters Bible reminds that “security, 
prosperity, and the general feeling that God’s promises had been fulfilled could readily 
lead to a sense of complacency” (Alexander 344). The Israelites may have believed that 
they no longer needed to follow the standards of God. They could easily set them aside 
because they had already received what God had for them. Moses clearly indicates that as 
freely as God gave the blessings he would refrain from further blessing the Israelites if 
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they ceased to remember and obey his commands. Active remembrance is essential to 
maintain the continual favor of God.  
Verses 13-16 focus on safeguarding the relationship between God and his people. 
Three positive exhortations are offered for God’s people to embody: Revere, serve, and 
take involve making the Lord the center of their lives (Broschat 98). As God remained 
the center of their lives, the Israelites were blessed. 
Deuteronomy Chapter 6 ends with a story within the greater story. Moses 
encapsulates the story of the Israelites with a story of a parent/child discourse. 
Deuteronomy 6:20 states, “When your son asks you” (emphasis mine). This wording 
indicates an inevitability by the choice of when instead of if.  Moses’ choice of words is 
significant because they take into consideration the natural curiosity of a child while it 
also indicating a noticeable action on the part of the parents’ childrearing. The child is 
compelled to notice and encouraged to ask questions. The parent then answers the 
question with a story of what God has done in the past with the implication that this same 
God will bless in the future. In this way the story of a loving God who cares for his 
people is retold to each generation and enlists a loving response of obedience.  
A primary theme of the Deuteronomy narrative is that the Israelites were quick to 
forget God and his commands and to wander around lost. The immediate threat to the 
Israelites was not the obvious issue of conquering the new land but the temptation to 
forget the law that Moses had just reaffirmed (Keck 342). Throughout the book of 
Exodus, as the Israelites fled from captivity and bondage heading to the Promise Land, 
Israel consistently forgot God’s goodness and protection and lost the redemptive story. 
However, God knew remembering their story was crucial to maintaining a healthy and 
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prosperous relationship with him. Judy Fentress-Williams explains that the community is 
built upon the shared stories:  
In Deuteronomy, the sharing of the story allows each member of the 
community to make this history and the covenant that supports it his or her 
own. By repeating the shared story, each person finds his or her place in 
the history and in the community. (32) 
 
The shared story becomes important for health and prosperity not only for the individuals 
and families but also to the community as a whole, as each person finds his or her place. 
Careful safeguards were to be implemented and maintained to ensure remembrance 
(Keck 348). 
In the book of Deuteronomy, the people assured God that they would not forget. 
They did forget, as reiterated throughout the Old Testament. They forgot to retell the 
story consequently, the story was lost. Fentress-Williams points out the irony that the 
book of Deuteronomy, the very book in which the instructions for remembrance are 
recorded, was likely the lost and forgotten scroll referred to which 2 Kings 22:8-10 refers. 
Scripture records that when Josiah read the book that was found in the Temple, he wept 
when he realized what had been forgotten (Fentress-Williams 32). The very foundation of 
their community, the story of God’s love and salvation, had been lost. This forgetfulness 
illustrates an important fact of Deuteronomy: “Memory is the key to identity....This 
means that a community’s survival is tied to its memory—that is its retrieval 
interpretation of past events” (32). Roger C. Schank asserts, that “Real conversations 
involve, at virtually every stage, reminding” (original emphasis 19). Through telling and 
retelling, reminding and rereminding, the Israelites would not forget the story of a God 
who loved them and brought them out of captivity to prosperity. 
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God understood from the beginning, with Adam and Eve, that external story lines 
competed with his stories, vying for the Israelites’ attention and acceptance. Kathryn 
Vitalis Hoffman explains, “The linear story lines known in their religious tradition were 
complicated by other story lines from their cultural encounters. These intersecting lines 
thickened the narrative of God’s presence in the world” (106). As the Israelites immersed 
themselves in these alternate stories, their relationship with God deteriorated. Only 
through reinforcing God’s story in their lives and the celebration of these stories through 
cultural acts of remembrance did this relationship thrive. The Israelites were the people of 
God, and telling their stories across the generations of space and time bound them into a 
single community of shared imagination (Bradt 158) and gave them a transformational 
mission throughout the world. The mission never changed, though with each new 
generation the storytellers reinterpreted and adopted the stories of the past in such a way 
that it could speak to new situations (B. Anderson 157). 
Scripture repeatedly utilizes storytelling as the method of communicating God’s 
story. Storytelling was the major means of communication during biblical times since the 
written word was not available to the common people. Songs, another form of 
storytelling, were sung by Miriam (Exod. 15), Mary (Luke 1:46-55), and David sang 
(throughout the Psalms) to commemorate important events. These litanies recited God’s 
actions through the history of the Israelites and enabled the children of God to tell and 
retell their story. Other acts of remembrance include the creation of a rainbow (Gen. 9:8-
11), the Ebenezer stone set down as a reminder of what God had done (1 Sam. 7:12), and 
altars erected as places of worshipful remembrance (Exod. 17:15). All of these 
actions/events were integral parts of the Israelite history. The repetition and visual 
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reminders are necessary for people, prone to forget, to remember their story. Annette 
Simmons says, “Repeating a story over and over or telling a powerful story that people 
remember over and over etches details into the brain that the emotional mind cannot 
distinguish from real events” (129). Acts of repetition detail God’s past actions and are a 
testament to the potential for his future actions. 
The New Testament updates the storytelling theme through an act of 
remembrance with the institution of Holy Communion. Jesus said, “This is my body 
given for you; do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19b). This passage indicates that 
God continues to use both symbols and stories to remind his people what he, as a loving 
God, has done for them. The New Testament story of God’s love—giving his only son to 
die for his people (John 3:16)—is so profound that the church today regularly retells and 
remembers the story through the act of Holy Communion. God’s people are not to forget 
his story. Daniel Taylor brings these acts of remembrance full circle by explaining their 
significance: 
When things are the bleakest in the Bible,… they tell stories of God’s 
faithfulness in the past, providing the reasonable hope of God’s action on 
their behalf in the present and the future. The hope resides not in the 
wishing, but in history. (135)  
 
Telling of the story not only commemorates the past, but doing so also brings the past 
actions of God to the forefront, creating solid hope for the future. 
In the New Testament, Jesus entered the narrative of Israel, and God was once 
again brought into the human story. Aaron Perry writes, “As the fullness of God’s 
narrative is in Jesus, humanity is brought into God’s story. There is mutual participation. 
In Jesus’ story, God presents humanity with a story they may share, and in this sharing 
arises a new community” (135). This community is called the Church, but Cheryl 
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Peterson points out, “The church has its own story that is rooted in the story of Israel and 
Jesus, but the church’s particular identity and mission only became clear after the 
resurrection and with the coming of the Holy Spirit” (original emphasis; 29). Thus, the 
story was reawakened in the post-resurrection church. Therefore, the church is not a 
stagnant building but a thriving organism that carries out God’s mission to the world 
wherever the followers happen to be (Barna 25). 
While the Old Testament lays the foundation of the Christian faith, the New 
Testament explodes with possibilities for the lives of the believers: “The New Testament 
reveals the early Christians’ rewriting sources, inventing, adapting, [in Paul’s case 
radically re-creating] what Jesus did and who he was” (T. Mann 44). This idea was 
transformational to the people of that time and also to the church today. The early Church 
constructed their stories to address the issues and needs of the Church directly by 
choosing stories concerning Christ and the disciples who were most relevant to the time 
(44). The New Testament never negates the Old, but the New Testament expands the 
potential of the God/human narrative regarding both what it can and what it should be. 
The climax of the biblical story takes place with the birth, life, and death of Jesus (C. 
Wright 58). The rest of the New Testament happenings took place because of the gospel 
story.  Reconciliation is now possible and now available to more than just the Israelites. 
Christopher J. H. Wright states, that “In Jesus we have become part of this people” 
(original emphasis; 58) and therefore, his story (i.e. the story of the Old and New 
Testaments) has become the church’s story (58).  
Tapping into the power of the historical narrative restores both the foundation and 
purpose for followers of Jesus today. However, the reality is that “in the end the best 
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story wins. Not the right story, not even the most frequently told story, but the story that 
means the most to the greatest number of people—the one that is remembered” 
(Simmons 149-50). Since people are constantly bombarded with different story lines, the 
biblical story needs to remain at the forefront of the church’s story (Green and 
Pasquarello 105). The Bible reiterates that through practice and repetition, the story of 
God that resides in each person is continually reawakened and the relationship 
continually reestablished. God’s people need to reenter the biblical drama, finding their 
place in the story that has changed and continues to change the world (Bartholomew and 
Goheen The True Story 15). 
The Bible maps out the greatest story ever told, and this story is to be the church’s 
story as it works out the mission of God through the church and in individual lives. His 
story is to become each individual’s story and that story is to be told by each church in 
ways that relate to who that congregation is and those individuals are as the people of 
God in the place and culture in which they reside. 
The Understanding of Postmodern Views in Relation to Storytelling 
The biblical era progressed through history into the latest areas of modernism and 
postmodernism. Modernism came with the age of reason and enlightenment in the 
eighteenth century, and society is still in a state of transformation into the era of 
postmodernism. In this section, modernism and postmodernism are examined and 
explained in light of how they impact this study of contemporary congregational 
narrative.  
Shifting from modernism to postmodernism is important in understanding the 
meaning and interpretation of contemporary as well as classical stories. Each offers 
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different underlying assumptions that are paramount to gaining insight for the whole. 
After all, if the underlying framework has changed, then the entire construct of the 
narrative has changed, also. Robert W. Jenson cautions, “The modern world, the world 
that instrumental and critical reason built, is falling about us. Modernity, it now becomes 
evident, has been all along eroding its own foundations” (32). The demise of modernity 
has major implications for narrative exploration and analysis in this postmodern world. 
Defining Modernity/Modern 
The best way to interpret a story is to understand the setting of that story. 
Therefore, grasping the historical climate that produced modernity is crucial. From 
biblical times to the seventeenth century, basic Christian understanding of God and the 
narrative surrounding the biblical message assumed that God was the master 
storyteller/historian. Because a master storyteller was present, a master story was acted 
out through interpersonal relationships, and God/human interaction was a part of the 
story. With the Enlightenment that understanding changed: “The modern world emerged 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries around the vision that human history was the 
story of how humanity gradually came to know how to control nature by coming to know 
how to know” (original emphasis: Brockelman 10). The focus shifted from one master 
storyteller, with one master story, to that of denial of only one venue of story creation. 
Jenson best explains these phenomena: “Enlightenment was to maintain realistic faith 
while declaring dis-allegiance from God who was that faith’s object.... Modernity was 
defined by an attempt to live in a universal story without a universal storyteller” (Jenson 
33). While the era of modernity maintained the idea of a master story, it denied one 
master storyteller, giving voice to many different birthplaces of story creation. 
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Modernity, also known as the Age of Reason, emerged as the new underlying 
belief system of society.  “The term modernity (or the modern world) indicates the 
worldview and concrete technological and industrial culture which developed from the 
Cartesian, Galilean, Baconian, and Newtonian views of science, nature, and human 
destiny” (original emphasis; Brockelman 30). Modernity impacted the nature of story and 
storytelling by supposing that the world subsisted in a way stories can be told that are true 
to the nature of the surrounding world (Jenson 33). Only one overarching theme to the 
life story was maintained, but human intellect authored the story. Universal truth 
survived, but it was discovered not through faith in God but in exploration of the human 
mind. Because the overall story remained the same, biblical influence is still very 
prominent.  
In fact, Jenson observes that the biblical narrative is imitated through the stories 
of Western modernity. These stories are based on the biblical narrative, mimicking the 
known stories.  (33). During the era of modernity, the biblical story remains the 
foundational story upon which the modern worldview was founded: “We humans, as the 
story goes, have always wanted to achieve genuine knowledge, for such knowledge 
would bring us control over nature and consequent security in life” (Brockelman 37). In 
the human quest for reason and control, intellect was placed in the driver’s seat, 
relegating God to the background. The idea of a universal story, however, remains intact. 
Modernity can be quite confusing because, as Jenson points out, “If there is no 
universal storyteller then the universe can have no story line” (Jenson 33). The very 
concept of enlightenment is contradictory to the disillusion of God as the author of the 
universal story. Jenson continues, “Moreover, if there is no biblical God, then realistic 
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narrative is not a plausible means of our human self-understanding” (33). A conundrum 
was created by modernity for the modern thinkers, contending a universal story but no 
universal storyteller. 
Another difficulty with this way of thinking relates to interpersonal and 
God/human interaction. John Shotter presents this problem:  
We, in the West, in our attempts to make sense of our social lives, seem to 
have been entrapped in what might be called a modernistic “way of 
theory”—a procedure that has worked very effectively in aiding our 
“mastery” of the “natural” world, but gives us nothing but trouble when 
applied to our social lives. (56-57) 
 
If knowledge is the key to understanding, then conflicting understandings create 
cognitive dissonance that is not easily resolved, creating an entry point to the postmodern 
era. A quandary that Diogenes Allen maintains is even greater than the revolution that 
marked the Modern World from the Middle Ages (Grenz 2). As the foundations of the 
modern world collapse, Western society enters a postmodern world (2). Scholars of 
modernity and postmodernity agree that this postmodern phenomenon marks the end of a 
single worldview (2). The supremacy of modern thought has concluded with the end of 
the modern world.  
Defining Postmodern 
Postmodernism emerged as a new way of thought and approach to life and a 
crucial shift in foundational understanding occurred. Carl Savage and William Presnell 
suggest that postmodernism was birthed with the introduction of the age of television 
(33). In the beginning, modernity presented a master storyteller who was carefully 
crafting the master story of the world. A shift in understanding occurred offering a master 
story, but human intellect became the master storyteller. Postmodernism asserts that 
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neither a master story nor a master storyteller exists. Jenson explains, that, “Postmodern 
is characterized by the loss of this supposition in all its aspects” (33). Personal experience 
becomes the new author of the life story, and because every person’s experience is 
different, every life story is different.  
Personal authorship of each life story does not negate modernity’s claims of 
reason and interpretation but carries it to an all new level of enlightenment: “Postmodern, 
then, indicates a contemporary worldview and possible cultural evolution 
which−although certainly not setting aside science and technology—critically goes 
beyond the modern premises and presuppositions concerning knowledge, nature, and 
human life in general” (Brockelman 30). Reality becomes a social construct that includes 
intellect and personal experience. Therefore, the life story is encased in a custom-made, 
constructed story that differs with each person:  
According to this postmodern interpretation, the mind is actively involved 
in constructing what it perceives from what it has already perceived in the 
past, what it expects to perceive in the future, as well as from the 
contextual circumstances and perspectives of its actual perceiving here 
and now. (Bradt 43)  
 
The life story becomes very subjective, based on each person’s particular perceptions and 
context; each person is the author of his or her own life story and is thus better measured 
qualitatively rather than quantitatively.  
This individualism creates a pluralistic culture in which no universal truth but 
only individual truths exist that differ from life story to life story. Postmodern persons are 
suspicious of claims of absolute truth (Guder 38-39; Savage and Presnell 33-35). This 
suspicion of truth is an entry way for pluralism, which allows and encourages the 
acceptance of many understandings of the truth, even when they are contradictory 
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(Newbigin 14, 17, 47, 100). Parry and Doan explain, “The more we face and 
acknowledge the plurality of persons and perspectives in the postmodern world, the more 
we are brought up against the unfathomable mystery of the human imagination, the 
author of all stories” (29). Indeed, postmodernity presents a plurality that defines reality 
based on the person experiencing it.  
Plurality is difficult for the human mind to understand. Bradt uses the Gestalt 
diagrams to illustrate this shift in perception that is needed between two seemingly 
contradictory stories that are presented as truth. In the Gestalt diagrams, the eyes keep 
switching between rabbit and duck images. After a while the mind learns to switch back 
and forth but the eyes cannot see both the rabbit and the duck at same time. The mind has 
to switch. He compares this shift of the mind between the two objects in an optical 
illusion with how the mind shifts between variant versions of the same story, Bradt 
clarifies, “not because they actually disturb the ‘normal’ routine operations of the eye, but 
because they instead disturb our ideas about the operations of the eye” (original 
emphasis; Bradt 48). This change presents a challenge because the shift in story 
perception forces the mind to question its assumptions about perception, knowledge, and 
reality itself. Individuals interpret the world differently through their own lenses. A 
dilemma is created when people are presented with the notion that there is not one true 
story. People begin to realize, according to Parry and Doan, “A story is just a story. They 
are freed to invent stories of their own that serve the purpose of any narrative: to provide 
a framework of meaning and direction so that a life may be lived intentionally” (6). A 
vehicle to combine the different understandings to create a full, comprehensive vision is 
Cook 48 
 
needed. God no longer authors or directly influences the life story in the postmodern 
view. This shift occurs at the very foundation of the story.  
Religion no longer interprets life; life interprets religion: “From a postmodern 
perspective our religious lives and practices are inconceivable outside the context of the 
overarching meaning and interpretive understanding we find in the world of ordinary 
experience” (Brockelman 2). Modern thinkers have moved from a model of good/bad, 
right/wrong, or either/or thinking evolving to a both/and way of thinking and processing: 
“Postmodern thinkers have gone on to actually look at what and how we ‘learn’ and 
‘know’ in the human arts and sciences (including religious life) by phenomenologically 
evoking and articulating our real experiences with them” (56). Instead of right or wrong, 
persons have begun to use “values language” (Newbigin 17).  No absolute exists; 
therefore, what has become important is living up to the socially constructed values. With 
the addition of increasing access to new cultures as well as the influx of non-Judeo-
Christian religions society is forced to asked, “Why is my understanding of truth, 
inherently better than others?” Pluralism reigns (R. Allen, “Preaching” 37-38; Arthurs 
180-82; Couch 46; Lose 11-12, 17; Guder 42-43; Loscalzo 409-10; Newbigin 14, 17, 47, 
100; Shelley and Shelley 45). Postmodernism leads to a very broad understanding of the 
world and interpretation of the life stories while opening up revolutionary implications 
and possibilities for the analysis of religious understanding and truth. 
 Pluralism creates a crucial entry point for a narrative model of understanding. 
The narrative model can act as binoculars by taking two seemingly different views and 
combining them to contribute to a more expansive and more enriched view. Brockelman 
suggests, “This postmodern conception of interpretative understanding has great 
Cook 49 
 
significance for the development of a narrative model of understanding based on the kind 
of interpretive knowledge involved in the stories of various kinds” (16). Using the 
narrative model, it is possible to create bridges that can begin to restructure the 
relationship between God and humankind. Robert W. Jenson adds, “But absent a 
narratable world, the Church’s hearers cannot believe or even understand the gospel 
story—or any other momentous story” (34). Bradt continues this thought: “In considering 
the postmodern critique of the modern era, I have indicated how its advocates today 
propose storying as a model for epistemology of meaning as an alternative to a scientific 
epistemology of causation” (167). A review of literature suggests that story telling is the 
most productive means of deciphering postmodernism and bridging the gap with modern 
understanding.  
In modernity, literature was one of the nonscientific areas where stories were used 
to provide categories for people to organize and understand their experiences (Burnett 
54). In late modernity, people began to question these rigid narratives as the template to 
speak for all of humanity and began to recognize the relationship among power, words, 
and meaning, leading to the deconstruction of the narrative and language used within a 
story for developing new truths out of the story. Philosophers such as Jean Baudrillard, 
Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida studied this emerging deconstruction of language 
and truth. With deconstruction, new truths emerged as new readers attempted to 
understand the words to determine the true meaning through their own interpretation 
(Burnett 54-55; Guder 37-44; Arthurs 180-82; R. Allen “Preaching” 34-48; Butler D1; 
Tuttle 10-11; Murphy 9-14; Fernando 21-22; Keck 134-35; Loscalzo 406-10; Lose 33-
34). 
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The unlimited possibilities and potential emerging in the postmodern world can 
create confusion as people struggle to find their place and purpose in a world in which 
place and purpose are no longer defined by an ultimate storyteller. Edward W. Said 
reports that postmodernism is a purely Western phenomenon and scholars throughout the 
world still operating through modernism/modernity (329). Jenson suggests that finding a 
place and purpose in this new Western world of pluralistic thought may be perplexing 
because people are unaware “of the possibility of a kind of world or society that could 
have such things as places, though they may recite, as a sort of mantra, memorized 
phrases about ‘getting my life together’” (34). The world has shifted and now no stories 
are true as when there was an unqualified understanding of the past. Now, instead of 
absolute truth, people are faced with a more subjective truth relative to their particular 
circumstances (34). This shift is not only disconcerting but presents a dilemma for church 
leaders who may have been trained in the modern approach to ministry. Traditionally the 
church presumed that its ministry was directed to people who perceived his or her 
involvement with one master story line and one master storyteller—God.  The church 
now must recognize that the world is moving toward a different direction (34). In fact, 
postmodern understanding does not assume participation in the master story because in 
this school of thought, each person is the author of his or her own story. 
Scholars have voiced many different approaches to postmodernity’s embrace of 
pluralism. Leslie Newbigin suggests that church leaders are to embrace “a critique of 
doubt” (19), which recognizes the limits of knowing without throwing out the possibility 
of all that can be known. He concludes that the church must embrace this pluralistic 
society in order to learn from the diversity of thought, traditions, and cultures that 
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coincide while maintaining Christian truth as only one among many (14). While 
Newbigin offers hope to the church in a postmodern world, he does not recognize 
postmodernism and plurality as beneficial to the church. 
Many evangelical Christians share concerns over the postmodern movement 
because it no longer defines truth as originating from one master story and one master 
storyteller. While acknowledging that individual search for truth is a positive force for the 
church, evangelical Christians recognize the powerful influence of individualistic choice 
with no predetermined boundaries for truth and right and wrong. Other leaders of the 
church perceive these postmodern times as an opportunity for the church to minister as 
Paul and other apostles did in pre-Christian cultures by returning to biblical paradigms of 
leadership, preaching, and fostering church community. The bulk of literature written by 
postmodern Christian leaders does not necessarily affirm postmodernism but calls the 
church to realize the unique opportunity to return to its missional beginnings (Frost and 
Hirsh 8-16, 165-81; G. Hunter, Radical Outreach 23; Thompson 1-15; Garlow; R. Allen 
“Preaching” 34-38; Sweet 45-54; Tuttle 11; Guder 44; Savage and Presnell 47-49). 
People in the postmodern world are surrounded by this new worldview in which  
they are continually assured that their ideas and interpretations matter. John Drane asserts 
that people “are desperately searching for a place where they can belong and be valued” 
(185). The church can be that place, and narrative can act as the bridge for ministry in a 
postmodern world: “If the Church does not find her hearers antecedently inhabiting a 
narrative world, then the Church must herself be that world” (original emphasis; Jenson 
34). In a postmodern world, the church must listen to the stories of its people, showing 
the people their place in history and narratively engaging the congregation in the shared 
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missional vision of a God who loves his people in order to be relevant and 
transformational.  
Cultural and Congregational Stories 
Cultural stories are primary instruments for understanding and facilitating 
communication, and the importance of these instruments will be discussed in the 
following section. Story has been the elemental medium and conduit for communicating 
human insight and meaning since the beginning of human consciousness (Brockelman 
117). Each person enters into his or her storied world at birth and is assigned parts to play 
even before drawing his or her first breath (Parry and Doan 37). Peter L. Steinke asserts, 
“We cannot abolish the cast of characters, the stage, or the plot that we inherit. The 
setting is set” (33). As Daniel Taylor says, “you are your stories” (1). His statement 
illustrates that individuals are the products of all the stories they have ever heard and 
lived, even some that have they has never heard but that have impacted their history. The 
stories have dynamically molded each individual personality, as well as self-perception 
and placement in the world (1). Individual’s history strongly influences and impacts their 
development as a person. Steinke contends, “We are conceived from shared passion: we 
were welcomed and nurtured by a distinct family. We were catechized into an inherited 
worldview” (Steinke 33). The stories of the past greatly influence all persons as they are 
placed into the storied world. They inherently learn and absorb the stories surrounding 
them, and these stories become a part of their individual personalities and life stories. 
Stories tell individuals not only who they are but stories also tell that person who 
others are and what relationship they can have together. Taylor explains this interaction: 
stating, “In fact, without you and your story I cannot know myself and my story. No 
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one’s story exists alone. Each is tangled up in countless others” (6). People live and 
thrive in communities of shared stories. Sharing these stories promotes the health of the 
community. Taylor opines that, “A healthy community needs active individuals with a 
strong sense of self and of their own story, and a strong sense of self is learned from the 
stories provided by a healthy community” (141). The sharing of the communal story 
fosters healthy identity: “Both the telling of stories and listening to stories form a 
reciprocal dynamic of community building. If there is no community, there are fewer and 
fewer healthy stories. When the stories stop, the community dies” (Dinkins 25). Telling 
and listening to the communal stories are important, but repetition of the stories regularly 
so that the stories become synonymous with the community remains paramount to 
embracing the stories. Taylor believes, remembrance comes through repetition and 
remembering is a form of valuing. What a society choses to value and what it chooses to 
neglect is a measure of morality: “Societies that remember well and tell good stories are 
healthy societies” (39). This section explores the community stories called myths because 
as congregational stories are the foundation of each particular’s church’s identity, myths 
also shape society and impact the congregation set within that society.  
Myths and Community Stories 
Communities have distinctive characters. Each community is comprised of 
specific shared outlooks and values that are essential to survival. Therefore, if a 
community does not possess a distinctive character that is recognized by its members, the 
community will dissolve (Hopewell 109). A community’s identity is maintained and 
passed down to future generations through the use of stories. Myths, legends, and fairy 
tales are special types of stories that embody the themes of a society. Hopewell defines 
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myths as “the fascinating, evocative, succinct metaphors by which societies throughout 
all times, including our own, catch sight of themselves” (106). Edward P. Wimberly 
expands this idea by describing mythology as “the beliefs and convictions that people 
have about themselves, their relationships with others, their roles in life, and their 
ministry” (4). Walter Brueggemann found neither timeless space nor spaceless time of 
myth: “There is rather a storied place, that is a place which has meaning because of the 
history lodged there. There are stories that have authority because they are located in that 
place” (original emphasis; qtd. in Bradt 130). Mircea Eliade adds, “Myth narrates a 
sacred history; it relates to an event that took place in primordial Time, the fabled time of 
‘beginnings’” (5). Some communities call their myths fairy tales, which serve the same 
purpose as myths. Daniel Taylor writes, “Fairy tales offered a simplified and yet accurate 
view of the world where it mattered” (Taylor 90). These special stories are also part of 
the community’s identity and influence the members’ expectations, hopes, desires, and 
view of the world. 
The myths and communal stories that shape the lives and behavior of the 
community are not just the shared beliefs but also the construction of those beliefs and 
convictions behind the story. Joseph Campbell contends that people are born as blank 
slates: “Immediately after it is born, the society begins putting its imprinting on it” 
(Transformations 2). Children are immersed in the cultural stories and cultural values 
communicated through these stories. The existing stories and construction of new stories 
reveal a duality of purpose of shaping community values while also reflecting their 
formation and reformation through future generations (Hopewell 109). Myths are not just 
stagnant stories handed down. The community plays a dynamic role in developing the 
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myths that inform each person’s life. The community has the capacity to interpret events 
and give them meaning and significance (Wimberly 73). Therefore, “cultures also 
maintain collections of typical narrative meanings in their myths, fairy tales, histories and 
stories. To participate as a member of the culture requires a general knowledge of its full 
range of accumulated meanings” (Polkinghorne 6). Myths are important to a culture, 
teaching individuals how to participate and understand the community in which they live 
as well as writing new stories for the progression of the community. Campbell adds, “The 
rise and fall of civilizations in the long, broad course of history can be seen to be largely 
a function of the integrity and cogency of their supporting cannon of myth” (Masks 5). 
The myths held by a community correlate directly to the continuance of the community. 
Mythology also shapes and structures concrete behavior by bringing attention to 
the differences between a person’s ordinary life as opposed to what that person’s life 
might be or ought to be. Therefore, mythology helps people compare and interpret 
themselves and their lives against the spiritual imperative (Brockelman 108). When 
interpreting myths, interpreters bring their own cultural, historical, linguistic, class, and 
gender conditions, which greatly influence the interpretation (111). In this way, each 
myth brings new dimension to each life story it touches. Myths are not static but dynamic 
stories that are continually changing: “In the actual process of editing myths, we are 
surprised to discover that what was once closed and permanently fossilized in our being 
is not only changeable but actually awaiting transformation” (original emphasis; by 
Wimberly 75). The myth transforms as it touches each individual’s life.  
Some familiar examples of myths that have shaped America are Johnny 
Appleseed, Daniel Boone, and Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Babe the Blue Ox, Paul Bunyan, and 
Cook 56 
 
John Henry. Each myth has taught the desired values and cultural expectations of 
America. Other influencing myths of history are Beowulf, Camelot, King Arthur and the 
Knights of the Round Table, Robin Hood, Saint Nicholas, and Saint Patrick. A whole 
classification of Greek and Roman mythology captures the nature of the gods’ interaction 
with each other and earth. Fairy tales such as Grimm’s Fairy Tales (e.g., Little Briar 
Rose, Cinderella, Puss-in-Boots, the Little Red Cap, and Snow White) have been 
rewritten by Disney in order to promote the chosen values and story lines that were not 
necessarily inherent in the original story lines. Maria Jones asserts, that, “Many 
Americans believe that Walt Disney was the first person to create fairy tales, and Disney 
failed to recognize the original creators of the stories that made him so popular: the folk.” 
In her blog she chastises Disney for story lines that made females appear weak and in 
need of rescue not the original Grimm’s fairy tales that showed women’s strength and 
ability to overcome adversity without being rescued. The fairy tales and myths of a 
culture greatly influence the worldview in which they reside. 
The fairy tales and myths of a culture greatly influence the worldview in which 
they reside, but they are not the only type of story that has influence. While people live in 
cultures saturated with myths, lesser stories—or submyths—often take center stage in 
their lives. Wimberley maintains, “When this happens we often suffer loss of meaning 
and direction” (5). With the loss of direction, the perfect entry point is presented for the 
church to carry out its mission. The congregational story often mirrors a mythical 
framework already in existence within the community. By understanding this mythical 
framework of community and recognizing the submyths that are derailing the 
overarching myth, the church can offer spiritual renewal and transformation: “Spiritual 
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renewal is an attempt to bring our submyths back in line with the ongoing call of our 
lives” (5). The church has an entry point into the transformation of personal lives as well 
as society through these submyths that permeate society. 
Congregational Stories 
Congregational stories exist first within the culture that surrounds them. Religion 
affects culture as much as culture affects religion and this dichotomy that is apparent 
throughout the history of the church. Hopewell reports, “From its beginnings the 
Christian church used social forms already common to other human groups” (14). In fact, 
no church is a pure gospel church, which, by definition, is comprised of only religious 
ideas and religious practices. No church can escape the influence of the surrounding 
culture (15). While a congregation is undoubtedly Christian, the forms and stories of its 
surrounding culture will seep into the outlooks, action patterns, and values of the local 
church, creating a genre of stories unique to each congregation. The church is drawn 
together around the specific story of God’s love for his people and attempt to bridge the 
separation through Jesus’ death and resurrection (Green and Pasquarello 79). The gospel 
story, while being a dominant theme within the Christian church, takes on slightly 
different forms within each congregation through its stories: “A congregation possesses 
both a story and stories” (Hopewell 147). Stories intertwine with the surrounding culture, 
thus influencing the primary life story of the church are influenced. 
Congregational stories are the lifeblood of the church: “The rich discourse that 
constitutes congregational life occurs almost entirely in story form. Members primarily 
tell, or allude to stories” (48). The structure of the church is primarily communicated 
through narrative. The history of the church is communicated and passed on through 
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stories, and likewise, what the congregation considers acceptable and unacceptable group 
behavior is taught through narrative exchanges. Even congregational worship is in storied 
form: “In virtually every aspect of congregational expression, the discourse of members 
is in some manner narrative” (Hopewell 48). Narrative is very revealing. It shows the 
fundamental congregational worldview, the underlying assumptions that preclude actions, 
and its unique ethos. It also serves to sharpen and illuminate that ethos, which is 
evidenced in the style, behavior, and values that make up a congregation’s character (51). 
A congregation is held together by more than religious creeds, polity, theology, or 
programs. The church is connected at a deeper level, by the cultural symbols and signals 
of the church, assembling and establishing them in the congregation’s own language 
through narrative (5). Hopewell suggests, “Most of what constructed our congregation 
did not occur by deliberate planning or goal setting; rather, a particular language 
developed among the members, an idiom that came to bind their actions and 
perspectives” (4). As each congregation develops, a unique language is created, which 
the congregants understand. Within each individual congregation comes an abundant and 
significant system of language, whether that congregation is growing or declining, 
traditional or flashy (e.g., the Crystal Cathedral) or even somewhat lukewarm (e.g., 
Laodicea) in creating narrative (5). Hopewell affirms, “Only narrative is sufficiently 
sensitive to amplify the unique accents of the congregation’s idiom, sufficiently intricate 
to explain the congregation’s constitutive power, and sufficiently comprehensive to link 
congregational events and meanings” (50-51). The communication system within a 
congregation is multifaceted, using language, symbols, and stories unique to that 
particular church.  
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Pastors must first master the particular language of the church in order to be an 
effective communicator. Mastery can only be achieved by asking questions: “What is the 
grammar … of the new language that the members of the congregation seemed to create? 
What images and twists of phrase constitute their common communication? How do their 
common structures build them into the house of God?” (Hopewell 4). In Hopewell’s 
study of churches, he observed that parish life is a “rich multilayered transaction that 
seldom got the description it deserved. The life of each was like a fascinating tapestry 
woven with distinct values and outlooks and behaviors, each telling its own pattern” (5). 
For effective ministry to take place, pastors must respect, understand, and come to value 
the unique language and culture that is contained in each individual congregation.  
When new people visit a church, they are silently asking, “What does this place 
say about us? What does it say about our beliefs and value system that resonates with 
us?” (Hopewell 5). If visitors can already speak some of the cultural language spoken by 
the church and if their value system is a close match to that of the church, visitors 
instinctively know that they have found a home. Likewise, Hopewell points out, “When 
people join the church or are ordained for ministry in the church, they almost invariably 
enter the culture of a specific congregation whose conduct, outlook, and story will 
occupy most of what their church membership entails” (14). Identifying with the church, 
its language, values, conduct, and outlook enables new people to become a part of the 
congregation. 
The world is changing. Goleman explains, “Parallel changes in religion—like the 
decline of biblical literacy, authority, and confessional traditions—confirm that the grand 
narratives of denominations and congregational life no longer hold the power they once 
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did” (Teaching Our Story 3). The task of the church is to revive its story, breathe new life 
into it, and use its story for the transformation of the world. 
Analysis of Stories 
No prescribed formula for analyzing a discourse truly expresses understanding of 
the breadth and underlying implications of a story. Bradt expresses his concern: “Any 
attempt to isolate, analyze, or separate out any individual operations of this 
contemporaneous contextual event would destroy the singleness and unity of the 
experience” (12). Story is, by its very nature and constitution, intrinsically multimodal 
and must be understood as such. Donald E. Polkinghorne agrees, “Narrative meaning is a 
cognitive process that organizes human experiences into temporally meaningful episodes. 
Because it is a cognitive process, a mental operation, narrative meaning is not an ‘object’ 
available to direct observation” (1). The individual stories and histories emerge from the 
formation of an observable narrative. However, the common components to all stories, 
such as characters, plot, setting/worldview, order, and time, can be studied. In addition, 
the choices an author makes, such as gist, script, skeleton story, and core stories, create 
the framework of a story. This section describes each of these elements in order to 
understand fully the entirety of personal storytelling. 
Character 
The characters are the central actors in the story drama. Daniel Taylor defines a 
character as “a bundle of values in action” (18). The characters are not one-dimensional 
beings but ideals personified as they make choices in the story and come alive through 
the telling. The story is the sharing of the significant movements of the characters over 
time (15).  Details, characters and events are intertwined into an entity called a story that 
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is far greater than the sum of its parts (Simmons 31). The various characters are of 
interest not just because of the choices made but also the ones they do not (Taylor 19). 
Hearers identify with the characters, roots for them, and boo them when necessary, but in 
a good story, the characters find their way into the hearts and dreams of the listeners. 
Because the hearers identify with the character they will “remember the characters from a 
story long after we’ve forgotten plot, language, and themes” (Taylor 42). Characters 
bring the story into the personal story of the listeners. 
By allowing the characters in stories entry into their lives, the hearers are shaped 
in many ways. Daniel Taylor notes, “Healthy stories challenge us to be active characters, 
not passive victims or observers. Both the past and the future are determined by choices, 
the choice is the essence of character” (2). Through contact with the characters in the 
story, the hearer’s characters are most likely to be formed. Taylor presents, “Because 
stories engage so much of who we are—our rationality, emotions, imaginations, 
spirituality, and even our bodies—the characters in them have an unparalleled power to 
move us” (53). Every encounter with a powerful character challenges the hearers own 
person and holds the possibility of inner transformation (42) because the hearers, too, are 
characters engaged in significant action over time (20).  
In personal stories the listener becomes the central character. Allan Parry and 
Robert E. Doan state, “[E]ach of us is the central character in our story. While we are 
busy at that role, we expect and hope that others will play adequate supporting parts in 
our story” (68). Of course the storyteller is hoping and expecting the same from the 
listener. In reality “each of us, simultaneously, is playing central character in our own 
drama, expecting help from our supporting cast, and being asked to play a supporting role 
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to the central role of others” (68). Therefore, in the listener’s stories, the main characters 
are already set, but the stories can keep evolving. The hearers can modify their stories 
while living them because they are both characters and cocreators. An ongoing tension is 
created between living as the stories dictate as opposed to dictating the stories that the 
listeners are living. Taylor states, “We both shape and are shaped by our stories” (76). 
Stories are ever evolving as the listeners interact with the narrative. 
Plot 
Polkinghorne defines plot: “The organizing theme that identifies the significance 
of the role of the individual events” (18). The plot transforms a chronological listing of 
events into a representative whole by emphasizing and identifying the role that these 
events make to the progression toward the outcome of the story. In this way, the plot 
serves to integrate a series of complex events into a single story, transforming events 
from merely serial independent happenings into a meaningful thematic whole (143). 
Hopewell states that, “[Plot] traces the occurrence and consequence of changing events. 
Plot relates the unfolding activity of a group, its unsettled venture through time and 
circumstance. Plot tells what happens” (153). Plot serves to make sense out of an 
unorganized rush of incidents, linking these happenings by recalling only a few 
occurrences out of many, thus creating a new organized, cohesive whole (154).  
Brockelman articulates, “Each of our lives is an unfolding narrative plot, a plot 
which reveals why the events of our story are as they are by disclosing what they intend 
or are for” (94). Finding the plot in life helps it to have meaning. In addition, seeing one’s 
life as a story, with a sequence of meaningful events, interacting with other stories creates 
a sense of being a part of something significant (Taylor 58). Taylor confirms, “If we have 
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this sense that our lives have a meaningful plot, we can absorb every kind of tragedy and 
suffering without despair” (58). Meaningful plots also encourage the listeners to have the 
freedom and courage to make their stories and their world different (64). 
Plots can have many twists and turns and are habitually known to link, unfold, or 
thicken: “When we say that a plot thickens we mean that it has incorporated contradictory 
evidence that gives the story a strained intricacy” (Hopewell 156). Thus, a story, any 
story, can weave together many intricate ideas and themes and conjure up a new outcome 
through the development of the plot. 
Churches, like all storied places, have their own set of complex plots. The local 
church represents its participation not only in its own story but also in that of God. James 
Hopewell notes, “A congregation’s identity depends upon the unique link that plot forges 
with certain events in the past” (155). Forging of plots must link not only the history and 
culture of the church but connect them with the eternal biblical plot of God. Therefore, 
the role of the pastor is to reveal to the local church how its story relates and fits within 
the bigger story of the Church universal as a representative of God in the world. Annette 
Simmons clarifies this role of the pastoral leader: “If you can help people better 
understand what is going on, understand the plot [a plot, any plot] and their role in it, they 
will follow you” (35). Once the church members believe in their story, as part of the 
bigger story of the Church, they may even start to lead the way. The Bible illustrates 
stories can convert a ragtag group of people into a band of evangelists ready to transform 
the word (35).   
Plot does reveal the past and the role it played in the lives of those in history, but 
Hopewell states, that, “Plots do more than recollect the past, however; they also disclose 
Cook 64 
 
the unfolding of the present” (155). Plots also, with a form of anticipation, project the 
future. Hopewell explains, “We are not sure of the outcome, but we are certain that it is 
the complex images of the storied present that are cast forward into the future” (156). 
Therefore, plots are the point of entry for transformation of the church for a pastoral 
leader (158). 
Setting/Worldview 
The setting is the world in which the story has been placed so that plot can 
credibly unfold and its characters develop (Hopewell 55). Hopewell clarifies by stating, 
“It describes the story’s universe” (55). A congregation expresses its universe through 
local metaphors or stories. The setting of any story reflects the congregation’s worldview 
in such a way that they become synonymous. In the life of a congregation, the worldview 
serves to reflect and give focus to its common experience and provide a map within 
which words and actions make sense. The congregation setting is the framework by 
which the gossip, sermons, strategies, fights and household vernacular become organized 
and have meaning (85). People communicate within the known frameworks in which 
they are familiar and comfortable. The specific setting of stories provide the opportunity 
for the story to unfold. 
Hopewell includes four genres to express worldview: comedy, tragedy, irony, and 
romance. The author of each story chooses a genre in which to frame the story. Goleman 
contends, “What genre people chose to frame a story, however, is critical. Genres—like 
comedy, tragedy, irony, and romance—not only arrange certain events and actions, but 
these particular genres also become tokens of more inclusive types” (original emphasis: 
Teaching Our Story 12). The chosen genre fashions an experience into a story, 
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determining the events, actions, and characters that are highlighted and what its range of 
functions can be (12). Comic tales (Gnostic) have happy endings and move from problem 
to solution: “Comedies end in unions—pacts, embraces, marriages—that symbolize the 
ultimate trustworthy working of the world” (Hopewell 58). Tragic tales (canonic) portray 
the decay of life and the necessary sacrifice of the self before resolution occurs (60). 
Ironic tales (empiric) propose that life is not fair and good plans sour but the sense of 
camaraderie prevails. Romantic tales (charismatic) denote a spiritual adventure where the 
hero is exalted through a dangerous journey with a culmination of a reward. The choice 
of genre clarifies how the details of character and plot interact to a broader purpose while 
also identifying what type of response the faith community has available for their context 
(Golemon “Reclaiming the Story” 10). The genres chosen by individuals or the church 
are the lenses that arrange the facts and possible responses into new paradigms of 
meaning and action (10). 
Order—Beginning, Middle and End 
Stories are designed in a linear, rather than circular, design. Taylor discusses 
Aristotle: “Aristotle long ago announced that stories have beginnings, middles and ends” 
(60). The beginning establishes the setting, introduces the characters, and is full of 
promise. The middle is the longest and most telling part of a story. Finally, a sense of 
completion comes with the end. The end is the final culmination of all the underlying 
potential of the beginning and the consequences of the choices in the middle (69). N. T. 
Wright explains the quandary of contemporary Christianity in that it has focused either 
on the edges, beginning and end of the Christian narrative, and has forgotten the entire 
middle or has focused on the middle-without-edges picture (29-30). Taylor adds, “The 
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middle of a story can only be significant if it is connected in meaningful ways to its 
beginning and end” (66). A cohesive flow and sequencing within a story is needed in 
order for its message to be understood. 
Time 
In narrative, time is very subjective. Stories do not necessarily have a 
chronological order, but the gathering together of significant events into a meaningful 
narrative denoted time (Polkinghorne 131). The author of the narrative is able to 
construct and arrange time so that chronology becomes purposeful action of plot and 
meaning (Taylor 2). Time becomes a dynamic within the story that is not an 
instantaneous moment but a forceful movement that retains its past as it generates a new 
future (Polkinghorne 128). Polkinghorne suggests, “Rather than being reflections on 
time, stories assume an experience of time” (132). The past is never really over because it 
can be retrieved in an instant, and even then, Polkinghorne asserts, “the going back into 
the past is not a mechanical reproduction of what has been; rather, it is a fetching back of 
the possibilities that have passed by in order to make them real again in the present” 
(133). Narratives create and operate in their own time logic where the sequencing of 
events is not as important as the events themselves. The most important thing to 
remember concerning narrative and time is that the “story’s most basic promise is that it 
will not waste our time” (Taylor 61). The story becomes timeless in the hearts and minds 
of its hearer. 
Gist 
The gist of a story is not an actual part of the story but the basic essence of a story 
that ignites the telling of another story. Roger C. Schank defines gist as: “The gist of the 
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story is what is held in memory, not the particular words that comprise the story itself” 
(original emphasis: 170). Therefore, Schank continues, “when we tell a story, we are 
transforming the gist of the story into a particular language with particular words, suitable 
for telling to the person who is listening” (171). Listeners recognize the gist of the story, 
which sparks one of their own stories. Conversational stories do not always follow a 
pattern except for one story catching the gist of another. The creation of a story delves 
into the memory. As individuals tell a story, they is framing the gist of an encounter, 
which can then be recalled whenever a similar story is conveyed describing that 
experience. The gist of the story remains as an individual tells and retells the story, what 
retires to memory is the idea of the story itself that can be recalled at any time. In this 
way, details are added to her/his stories that may or may not have occurred (116). 
Script 
Polkinghorne explains, “Individuals can have typical plots they use to order their 
own life events” (20). Ordered plots are organized into scripts. Schank describes a script 
as a “set of expectations about what will happen next in the well-understood situation” 
(7). However, in communication scripts are constantly used (and abused). Problems 
continue in interpersonal communication because people follow a well-known script. 
Whether the script is effective or any good does not matter; it is comfortable and well-
rehearsed. The words of the story may change but the plot remains the same and, 
consequently, so does the ending. Learning more scripts is vital to a fuller life. Schank 
affirms, “The more scripts you know, the more situations will exist in which you feel 
comfortable and capable of playing your role effectively” (8). Storytellers without scripts 
find themselves in challenging situations. However, the storytellers are presented with the 
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possibility of a novel encounter to see new experiences in terms of old experiences and, 
thus, write a new script (9).  
Skeleton Stories 
Skeleton stories are similar to scripts in that they offer a prescribed manner of 
story in a given context. The skeleton story, however, only offers the scaffolding of the 
story without filling in the details as the script does. Schank verifies that “authors 
construct their own reality by finding the events that fit the skeleton convenient for them 
to believe” (154). In order to understand a story, the hearers must listen subconsciously to 
determine which story skeleton is the right one to choose (159). Storytellers can choose 
to remember only what fits within the bounds of one of their story skeletons at any given 
time. Shank observes, “Story skeletons have an important effect on memory. Since we 
see the world according to the stories we tell, when we tell a story in a given way, we will 
be likely to remember the facts in terms of the story we have told” (158). If elements of 
the story do not fit within a predetermined skeleton, they are disregarded and eventually 
forgotten. Schank explains, “A storyteller might be more accurately described as a story-
fitter” (169). Storytellers are always trying to pull from their already existing skeleton 
stories until they are challenged to write new skeleton stories. 
Six types of basic stories that may act as skeleton stories in the very rudimentary 
sense are (1) “Who am I?” stories; (2) “Why am I here?” stories; (3) “Vision” stories; (4) 
“Teaching” stories; (5) “Value in action” stories; and, (6) “I know what you are thinking” 
stories (Simmons 4). The key to understanding a skeleton story is that the author 
determines what fits and what does not fit into his or her story and perception of a story. 
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In this way, stories are written and rewritten all the time. The final story may bear little 
resemblance to the actual happening. 
Core Stories 
Taylor recognizes core stories as significant factors in shaping who the storyteller 
is and what he or she believes: 
Although every story we hear has the power to affect us, a handful of core 
stories determine the general shape of our lives…. These are our life 
stories, the ones that organize reality for us, give us our values, and enable 
us to explain our experience. (125) 
 
The need to distinguish the core stories that define one’s values and views is necessary 
because they act as a reality check and measure of integrity (84). Taylor identifies four 
minimum requirements for these core stories: (1) they explain—make connections; (2) 
are meaningful; (3) are satisfying—affecting behavior; and, (4) are important—it moves 
from being a story to being one’s own story (85-86). Core stories engage a filtering effect 
that to some extent determines the stories that are embraced in the present as well as the 
future (101). Taylor concludes his argument, saying, “Your most meaningful stories 
should be chosen, not lived by default” (125). The thematic stories chosen become the 
core stories that shape a life.  
The Importance of Hearing and Telling the Congregational Story 
The purpose of this section is to lay the basis for storytelling, storylistening, and 
story conversation within a congregational setting. Listening to the congregational story 
will help the pastor lead the congregation to transformational ministry through the 
congregation’s life narrative. The basic assumption of pastoral leadership is that the 
pastor enters a congregation to alter or change the church so that its people become more 
godly, biblical, and missional in the world. Hopewell maintains, “Rather than assume that 
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the primary task of ministry is to alter the congregation, church leaders should make a 
prior commitment to understand the given nature of the object they propose to improve” 
(11). Pastor need to know and understand the churches’ inside story, the drama within 
which they will come to be principal actors (111). In order to achieve this task, pastors 
must move from solely storytelling to active storylistening in order to accomplish 
communal story conversation in which the congregations revisit their system stories, 
reawakening them for the transformation of the world. Leading author and storyteller 
Burrell Dinkins describes these three functions: “Storytelling places the action in the one 
telling the story. Storylistening usually indicates a passive action of the one hearing the 
story. Story conversation is a dynamic interaction between all parties in the conversation” 
(original emphasis; 15). Pastors must move through these stages to achieve 
transformational ministry. 
Storytelling  
Every person is a storyteller. Barbara Hardy contends that, “We dream in 
narrative, day-dream in narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, despair, believe, doubt, 
plan, revise, criticize, construct, gossip, learn, hate, and love by narrative” (qtd. in 
MacIntyre 211). Much of this narrative is never spoken out loud, but people continually 
write stories that order their lives. They are constantly framing and reframing life 
experiences into stories. Goleman encourages, “People who can reframe life events–
especially those of hardship and tragedy—into stories of resilience, discovery, and 
growth can shape a life narrative that funds personal agency, faithfulness, and civic 
responsibility” (Teaching Our Story 2). In this way, stories create significant connections 
between things, linking the past, present, and future in a way that tells where individuals 
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have been (even before they were born), where they are, and where they can be going (1). 
Therefore, if one’s knowledge of the world is more or less comparable to the extent of 
personal experiences, their communication is limited by the number of stories someone 
knows how to tell (Schank 12).The good news is that each person has an incredible 
imagination at his or her disposal:  “Imagination and storytelling go together. Each time a 
story is told, a new imaginative creation and recreation of the story takes place” (Dinkins 
54). The possibility of new stories is limitless. 
Healthy stories are truthful, satisfying, freeing, motivating, full of grace 
(empathy), and hopeful. In his book, Taylor shares, “Healthy stories defeat isolation and 
nihilism by linking us to others and by encouraging us to be characters engaged in life 
and not mere spectators” (139). The quality of people’s lives is directly connected to the 
quality of the stories in which they engage (55). Schank finds that in conversation if 
individuals who are encouraged to tell stories, that places themselves in a positive light, 
especially the first time then they “should begin to see themselves more positively as 
their memories fill with positive stories” (140). Pastors must encourage the telling of 
stories in a positive way. As the storyteller frames (or reframes) the story in an affirming 
manner, that story becomes the new story that can be told again. 
Listening to Stories 
An old adage states, “People don’t care how much you know until they know how 
much you care.” Reality reinforces this idea, as Shotter points out: “Most of the time, we 
realize, we do not fully understand what another person says. Indeed, in practice shared 
understandings occur only occasionally, if they occur at all” (1). The key to 
understanding is listening to a person’s story. Experts in the area of narrative leadership 
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concur that learning a person’s story is vital to leading because every person has a story 
and every person’s story needs to be heard. Author, Paul Brockelman writes, “If you 
want to know ‘me,’ then, you must learn my personal story, and the story I tell you is the 
verbalization of the thematic attitude toward life which threads through my everyday life 
and actions” (96). An individual’s personal story remains the most important story for 
that person. However, sharing individual’s personal stories become more important for 
individuals growth and the collective group’s well-being. A wide variety of stories should 
not simply be allowed but sought out and prized for their understanding of another 
(Taylor 141). Added to this understanding, Dinkins affirms, “If you want to know me you 
need to know my story—not a finished story, but one that I continue to create, revise, and 
tell myself and others who want to know me” (11). Therefore, the best way to show 
people that someone cares is to care for their stories (20) through listening and learning. 
 Hearing is easy but listening is difficult because individuals become so busy 
mentally articulating their own stories by running through the files of gists and skeleton 
stories in their minds that they do not hear the story being told. Schank asks this question: 
“When people listen to each other’s stories are they really listening or only listening well 
enough to find an index to one of their own stories so that they will have something to 
say in response?” (12). People do not really listen to each other but as Simmons reminds, 
“Sometimes the most influential story that needs to be told is not your story—it is their 
story” (original emphasis; 186). People need to engage in active listening. For pastors, 
listening is the initial and most important thing they can do (Dinkins 66; Greenleaf  5). 
Taylor states, “Our first obligation as receivers of stories is that we do in fact listen. 
Everyone, without exception, has the right to tell his or her own story” (119), but as 
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Simmons points out, most people do not know how to tell their own stories (187). 
Therefore, one must engage in active listening to ferret out the stories that comprise the 
people within the congregation. Taylor refers to engaged listening as “hungry listening” 
(120), while Dinkins suggests, “We listen with large ears, which means that we help 
people as we facilitate the telling of their stories” (25). Simmons uses a metaphor to 
stress the importance of a leader actively listening, “Influencing without listening is like 
painting a house without first preparing the surface. It might look good for a few months 
but eventually your new coat of paint will start to crack and peel” (186). Whatever the 
term used, a pastor must employ dynamic listening in order to communicate a caring 
heart and loving spirit that is needed to know and lead the congregation. 
Engaged listening is more than just listening with one’s ears; it engages the eyes, 
the emotions, as well as the body. A story is to be experienced. Bradt paints this picture 
of story listening: “Story is not material but rather merest ephemera: air, sound, silence; 
the exhalation of breath whistling through contracted muscles in the throat; tongue 
touching teeth; and tiny conch like bones vibrating in the ear” (8). Nuances need to be 
caught by the listener so that the listener is imaginatively transferred from self and is able 
to enter an alternative storyworld designed from different suppositions, expectations, and 
conjectures, thereby opening a new world of possibilities (ix). Then when the story is 
over, “it returns to the silence from which it came. Only an echoing in the ear and the 
memory of the listener remain” (8). The impact of the story continues, long after the 
words are spoken and the telling has ended. 
People listen in order to understand. Two dynamics are at work in listening to 
someone else’s story. The first is described by Schank: “In order to understand a story, a 
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sentence, a question, or a scene, you have to explain to yourself exactly why people you 
are hearing about or observing are doing what they are doing” (7). The hearer needs to 
question why the individual is telling this particular story at this particular time and how 
it fits into the happenings all around. The listener has to comprehend how the story fits 
into the larger picture. Another problem, which has been mentioned previously, is that 
“people are only able to hear part of what is being said to them…. We cannot think about 
all the possible ramifications of what we are being told. So we pay attention to what 
interests us” (57). The story being told must fit into one’s own predetermined framework 
to have significance because “we only perceive others through our own stories and 
ourselves through the same self-magnifying lens” (Parry and Doan 29). Schank further 
explains, “Since we can only understand things that relate to our own experiences, it is 
actually very difficult to hear things that people say to us that are not interpretable 
through those experiences” (57). In actuality, understanding, for a listener, involves 
projecting the speaker’s stories onto the listener’s stories (57). People listen to a story 
asking whether at the broadest possible level of interpretation they already know a similar 
story to the one they are hearing (62). Two people can hear the same story but understand 
the story differently because the stories s/he already knows are different (57). While one 
would like to think that learning occurs from others stories, learning only happens when 
the stories heard relate to beliefs one feels rather unsure about, stories that have not been 
fully developed (78). Only then does the listener grow in understanding. 
Listening can lead to transformation, which can happen in many ways. Mary 
Clarke Moschella suggests, “When a person tells his or her own story to a careful 
listener, something shifts for the teller” (70). Schank further explores this shift:  
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When someone else listens carefully to your stories, so carefully that he or 
she can play them back to you in a way that your own memory should 
have done, such a person can be quite helpful in providing insights into 
your own behavior simply by employing a different indexing scheme than 
you did. (144)  
 
Dinkins adds to these phenomena, explaining that when someone creatively listens to 
another, new and often very different stories emerge that may be unlike what the person 
telling the story originally intended them to be (33). Simmons, founder of Group Process 
Consulting, enhances this idea of transformation through listening by sharing: “Listening 
to people helps them pour out a little of their current thinking so they can make room for 
new thinking” (182). Listening, at times, can do all the work. When someone deeply 
listening to another, hearers listen to themselves and sometimes that action alone is 
enough to alter their minds (182). This transformation can be explained by Bradt: “The 
truth of storying transcends its own articulation and exists in the space between teller and 
listener, known and unknown” (original emphasis; 10). One can conclude that listening to 
people’s stories every chance available enhances the possibility of transformation for the 
storyteller or the story listener and, in most cases, both.  
Participating in active listening is vital not just for the pastors but also for their 
churches. Core values emerge when pastors listens to the congregational stories about its 
history, heritage, proudest moments, and sorriest moments (Beaumont 100). Perry states, 
“By listening, the church may reflect the work of God that re-opens humanity’s narrative 
to be shared with God and thereby invite others to participate in this narrative” (145). 
Listening is inherent in the ministry and mission of the church. 
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Methods of Story Conversation 
Many different approaches to listening and telling stories exist. Gil Rendle 
contends that, “Depending on the story, who uses the story, and how it is used, a well-
placed story can transform a ministry situation” (21). However, stories are not crested nor 
do they exist in isolation. Susan Nienaber reminds that, “[Stories] are cocreated in 
relationship” (original emphasis; 107). Many different methodologies to approach 
storytelling and cocreating stories are used by contemporary religious leaders. Some of 
these are ethnography, story brokering, storying, and narrative conversation. Each 
contains elements of listening to people’s stories for transformation.  
Ethnography. Ethnography, according to Moschella, is “a structured method of 
participant observation of group life that equips pastors to listen more carefully and 
intentionally to the collective stories of the faith community” (67). She sees it as “a 
practice that can enliven the stories people and congregations tell and open the way for 
creative improvisation as a community composes the future chapters of its shared life” 
(67). The task of the pastoral ethnographer is to piece together a narrative and reoffer it to 
the group in order to validate and clarify what the listener has heard, “as if to say, ‘This is 
what I hear you saying. Have I got it right?’” (72). In this method pastors must empty 
themselves of personal bias and preconceived notions in order to be an “empty listener,” 
thereby, learning the culture of the faith community (Savage and Presnell 108). Pastors, 
through ethnography, become learners who have listened to understand the shared 
knowledge and habits of the culture of the congregations (Moschella 73). Moschella 
maintains, “Pastoral ethnography transforms the researcher as much as the congregation 
or community being studied” (78). Through honest appraisal of the congregation’s 
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current story, a door is open to intentional coauthorship of future stories (81). 
Ethnography is a tool that can give pastoral leaders ears to hear the people’s own deep 
wisdom and longing for God (68). 
Story brokering. Hoffman uses the term story brokering:   
A story broker pays attention to what is happening, evokes the stories of 
what is happening, listens carefully to what and how the story is being 
told, gathers and interlaces these stories with the biblical story, discerns a 
preferred, emerging story, and tells that preferred story. (original 
emphasis; 90) 
 
The task of a story broker is not just to understand the current stories of the congregation 
but to reposition the stories so that they aid the church toward the congregation’s higher 
good. In Hoffman’s study she commissioned her students at Lutheran Theological 
Seminary to act as story brokers in the community. Her students were encouraged to 
listen to the particular stories of the community, remaining engaged with the story as an 
open, not easily resolved, plot (96). The students were to “keep it storied,” thus allowing 
them to dwell “in the messy middle where story endings were not yet realized” (97). 
Savage and Presnell encourage leaders and researchers in narrative ministry to use story 
brokering to draw out the story of the faith community and negotiate a preferred or 
emerging story that will give life and meaning to the church (75-76). 
Storying. Bradt defines storying as “the making of stories together, the thinking 
together in story form, and the cocreation of stories by tellers and listeners” (ix). Bradt, a 
psychologist who teaches at the Jesuit School of Theology, believes that story equals 
knowing because story is directly related to knowledge. Storying is taking knowledge 
revealed from multiple perceptions and dimensions, working dynamically together, 
through storying to form a cohesive holographic whole new mutual story (12). Storying 
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changes the content of truth that can be known as it transforms and changes the lives of 
those who participate in the narrative knowing (16).  
Story conversation. Dinkins uses the term narrative conversations to explain the 
creation of a mutual story. Through conversation, involving active listening, with “big 
ears,” story is told, and through the mutual exploration of the story, a new, mutual story 
unfolds. Dinkins clarifies, “In the act of conversing, their old stories are re-authored into 
mutually created stories. Because each person has a special way of viewing the stories, 
we both contribute to rewriting them” (32). The uniqueness of story conversation is that 
one’s past experience is bestowed with meaning through the process of storytelling (15). 
Using the most basic form of communication, conversation, the hearer and listener make 
sense out of life: “When I participate in a conversation, I do far more than discover 
information. I also participate in a way of thinking about reality” (17). In mutual storying 
through conversation, new truths are discovered and learned together (22). Discovery can 
also happen in storylistening as well as storytelling, where new versions of the story are 
created and thus new meanings (22). The effectiveness of the pastor depends on how well 
the mutually explored stories are facilitated. Dinkins presents, “The primary task of a 
pastoral conversationist is to develop a relationship that promotes dialogue” (33). The 
quality of the relationship and purpose of the conversation determine what stories people 
choose to tell and the way they choose to tell them (33). The approach used in pastoral 
conversational work can determine the outcome. Dinkins recommends, “Pastoral 
conversationalists work from a strong sense of curiosity along with ‘not-knowing’ mind-
set…. Instead of an expert, all-knowing counselor, there is an all-inquiring 
conversationalist with an impish curiosity to discover” (35). By using narrative 
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conversation, pastors do more than just listen, they help to construct the story and 
sometimes even reconstruct lives (36). 
Questions. Questions are a crucial part of story conversations: “Formulating good 
questions is difficult but essential in narrative pastoral conversations. It is always easier 
to give a good answer than to ask a good question” (Dinkins 49). The narrative pastor’s 
task is not just to understand what someone else believes as truth or assist that person to 
/see his or her story from another perspective. It is bigger than that. The pastoral task is to 
help recreate a story, bringing it back from the past to the present as faithfully as possible 
(50) by clarifying, expanding, and focusing on the story without shifting the conversation 
to another topic (23). Dinkins reminds, “In pastoral conversations, questions do far more 
than help counselees tell their stories. They act as mirrors to stimulate further reflection” 
(49). Questions act as indirect requests calling the storyteller to action that will lead to 
experience (51).  
Pastoral narrative conversation. Every church has a story but not every church 
tells its story, a fact that can be altered by learning to tell the story (Hopewell 140). 
Hopewell insists, that “A congregation can learn to tell its stories” (141). In the telling of 
the story, the congregation develops its identity and mission. The church needs to learn 
first to hear its own story: “In learning to hear its own story, a congregation beckons its 
members to share a corporate life that challenges their excessively private identities. 
Stories knit people into large wholes” (187). A healthy congregation, like a healthy 
family, is one that knows and tells its stories (193).  
When pastors enter a congregation they enter an ongoing story (Peers Re-creating 
Congregational 15). By engaged, active listening, the pastors can learn the language of 
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the church and be able to understand the stories that are being told and that contribute to 
the grand story being told by church members. Karen-Marie Yust confirms, “My ability 
to mirror this congregation’s story is limited by the bounds of my own attention as surely 
as a looking glass can only reflect what stands before it” (Yust 90). Pastoral leaders must 
first establish a connection. Story builds such a connection (Simmons 116). Then the 
pastor must foster a safe environment so that the stories will naturally unfold to form a 
context for spiritual, moral and human growth (R. Anderson 111). Lawrence Peers 
commends religious leaders to engage new and exciting possibilities from the 
congregational and personal stories in order to experience the Spirit working on the 
sidelines, in the whispers and the yet-to-be-discovered aspects of the congregational story 
(Peers Re-Creating Congregational Stories 18). The pastor also needs to seek, in the 
unfolding of the story, “threshold moments,” when the congregation can listen anew to 
the stories it tells of itself and can “stand, to wait, to let go of” whatever has come before. 
Above all the pastor and the church members need to remember that Christ was already 
there before anyone of them arrived. The church’s story is already inherently Christ’s 
story; Pastors bring out that inherent part of the church’s story so that it can grow 
(Hopewell 17). In this way, we embody the story as a church (including the pastor) and 
give glimpse of what is possible for the future (Peers Expeditions 43). Now the pastor has 
awakened the church’s story and provided hope for a future that is reachable and worth 
the effort (Simmons 215). 
Studies Conducted 
Alice Mann presents guidelines for sharing the congregational history as a 
pastoral narrative conversation so that it impacts the future. First the church is to gather a 
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mixture of participants representing different age, tenure in congregation and/or town, 
educational level, and life circumstances. Next, the church elicits energetic oral 
storytelling that does not just recite the written history of the church. Together, the church 
members and participants, map the time line of the church with that of the history of the 
town and government, listening and exploring different versions of the same story, noting 
the differences as well as the similarities. The congregation articulates what they perceive 
the stories are saying for the church today and, finally, look ahead to the future contained 
within the church’s story as one that has been coauthored by God and his people (72).  
Other studies using narrative within congregations have been written. Barbara 
Doerrer-Peacock uses the narratives when she tells about the stained glass windows in a 
church she pastored to connect the church to their narrative in order to move the church 
forward in shared narrative. Congregational members were given the opportunity to 
connect their transformative stories of faith with the window images. Connecting these 
images and stories to the larger biblical narrative and theological themes represented and 
encouraged activities and opportunities in the congregational life that began to increase in 
unpredictable ways. She says, “I can only name it as a visible rise in energy” (149). 
Linking past stories to present stories unleashes untold energy and enthusiasm as a 
congregation connects with their emerging life story. 
Douglas Liston studied the impact story had on healing division within his 
church. He concludes, “The path of convergence must begin with a return to our story, 
our sacred Story, our particular story, our one story” (27). As the church returned to its 
story, Liston reports, “To make a long story short, now they are one church, one people 
of God with one missional focus, one set of values, and one congregational identity. 
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Together they are writing a new chapter in their story” (27). This study showed how a 
church returned to the congregation’s story and once again found its voice. 
Melanie Lawler conducted two case studies exploring the role that story or 
narrative has upon the changing role of the entrepreneur within organizations. Eight 
themes of literature were identified through the study: (1) effective story, (2) role of 
listener, (3) restorying, (4) story efficiency at teaching leadership, (5) audience reaction 
and incorporation, (6) macro and micro level of stories, (7) story as persona development, 
and (8) varying roles that the story holds in an organization (26). The findings showed 
new realms of research yet to be conducted in order to further understand the relationship 
between narrative and entrepreneurship.  
Stephanie L. Dailey also explores the impact of narrative in an organizational 
setting. Dailey analyzed stories from scholarly research to distinguish the functions of 
story repetition. Narrative repetition presents a new methodology for organizational 
research explaining the use of recurrence of a story as the starting point for the 
examination into the cultural life of an organization (22). 
Yvette Hyater-Adams explored the use of literary arts and dialogue, along with 
reflective and creative writing, referred to as transformative narratives, by the author, to 
unpack and rescript assumptions, attitudes, values, and biases of leaders (208). She 
concluded that leaders who are able to articulate through reading, writing, and dialogue 
about their own cultural and societal identities increase in self-awareness and improve 
his/her interpersonal interaction.  
Storytelling is even impacting the political agenda. Jan Hanska explores the 
concept of politics for a narrative-based political leadership. The focus of her attention is 
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on the use of religious, mythical, and otherwise culturally dominating narratives that are 
commonly understood by a culture. She argues that well-told narratives have tremendous 
influence on how people think and can be manipulated politically. Hanska’s focus is on 
American politics and offers new vistas for political candidates as well as researchers in 
their study of politics (93). 
James Wind shares his vision for narrative pastoral leadership: 
If we want to know why congregations are so difficult to lead 
somewhere—or why that are capable of stunning accomplishments—we 
have to come to grips with the fact that all of these individual stories—
with their pains and tragedies and their joys and surprises—are in play. 
They swirl around, jostle each other, and interweave. Excellent pastoral 
ministry can happen when these narratives are freed, when they are 
brought into shared frameworks of meaning and purpose, and when new 
collective stories are created that take a group from narrative breakdown 
towards narrative breakthrough. (Wind 166) 
 
Each study reveals the success of narrative pastoral leadership in unleashing their stories 
for transformation. 
Summary 
This review of the literature, I believe, indicates that narrative pastoral leadership 
is key to helping churches hear, understand, and tell their stories in a transformational 
way. Furthermore, I believe that God is already active in the life stories of congregations 
long before pastors arrive, and sometimes these stories just need to be unearthed to be 
recognized. I also believe that as churches remember their past, they will thrive as the 
people of God. Erin Phillips states the purpose of the church:   
Ultimately, the Church is not asked to be a successful institution, but a 
faithful community evidenced in the lives of men and women transformed 
by a peculiar and specific story of God’s great work on their behalf, 
indeed on behalf of all. (21) 
 
Cook 84 
 
The task of pastors is to unearth these stories and then unleash them to their 
congregations through active listening and repeating the transformational stories to their 
churches who then take this transformational stories to the world. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
Problem and Purpose 
The life story of a congregation emanates tremendous power. A system story 
develops and then expands to encompass and create a congregation’s worldview. 
Churches communicate their stories in a variety of ways, even in recounting pedestrian or 
trivial activity. Significantly, the small, seemingly innocuous activities that take place 
daily are the legend to follow toward understanding the narrative. Pastors can learn to 
hear, read, and understand the story map. These stories are the channel by which 
churches participate in the worldwide mission of God in order to carry out their vocation. 
Failure by pastors to read and to understand the dominant narrative threatens to derail or 
at least retard participation in God’s worldwide mission.  
The purpose of this study was to conduct semi-structured interviews with seven 
focus groups containing members of Grove Hill United Methodist Church in order to 
listen actively and learn the culture of the congregation through the congregational 
narrative. Pastors need to go beyond hearing and understanding the stories; pastors must 
tune the complex discourses of a congregation “so that the gospel sounds within the 
message of its many voices” (Hopewell 11). Communal storytelling happens by 
unearthing the congregation’s corporate story in order to acquire the formation for future 
ministry. This study shows how to excavate the primary story through actively listening 
to congregants’ narratives about their church.  
As previously explored in Chapter 2, the theological foundation for this study is a 
reoccurring theme of remembering one’s story throughout the Bible. Remembering is 
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paramount to understanding who a person is by knowing who God is through the stories 
of what God has done in the past. The past cannot be separated from the present or the 
future. The stories of the past and present write the narratives for the future.  The means 
by which God instructed his people to pass on the relationship between God and his 
people are stories. The truth is people forget to remember; therefore, God instructs them 
to tell and retell the stories continuously. This method of remembrance is applied 
throughout the Scriptures, both Old and New Testaments, because it works. By renewing 
the life story, the people of God renew their relationship with God and are transformed 
into what they were intended to be—the people of God living out their mission in this 
world. Renewal is not limited to the biblical narrative but is also available to the church 
today. The goal of this study was to tell the life story of the church as an entry point for 
pastoral leadership as I became immersed in and an integral part of the narrative.  Once I 
became adept at understanding the story, I was able to help the congregation tell and 
retell their life story, thus renewing and reinforcing the narrative in order to unleash 
God’s story to the world, fulfilling the mission of the Church—making disciples.  
Research Questions 
In order to fulfil the purpose of this study, the following research questions were 
answered, insofar as possible, using the primary data gathered from the focus group and 
secondary sources. 
Research Question #1 
What are the dominant church narratives? The Bible is composed of many stories 
but the predominant narrative of the whole tenure of Scripture is that God created 
humankind for interactive love and fellowship. This relationship was initially all that it 
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was meant to be however, sin entered into the equation when humans decided they no 
longer sought relationship with God first and foremost but looked to another to supply 
their needs. In an attempt to restore the lost relationship, God gives laws and precepts that 
his people are to follow to build a bridge, restoring the relationship. The Old Testament is 
the culmination of stories telling of the successes and failures of this bridge-building 
endeavor. God was always faithful in attempting to restore the relationship, but his 
people were not able to sustain any positive movement toward restoring the relationship 
they had destroyed. 
The New Testament continues this dominant narrative of God’s seeking to restore 
a lost relationship with his people, but in the New Testament a new character is 
introduced that will changed the course of the story and manage to restored the 
relationship that was lost by building a bridge out of a cross. The dominant narrative or 
core story of the Scripture reveals the heart of God and what God holds in highest 
esteem: the relationship that he intended from the beginning being restored even at great 
cost to him. 
In the same way, the dominant narratives or core stories of a church reveal the 
heart of what that church holds dear. Identity is maintained and passed down to future 
generations through their dominant narratives. The stories, with their telling, become 
sacred history that shapes the lives and behavior of the church community. The dominant 
narratives are not just the shared beliefs but the construction of those beliefs and the 
connections behind the story. The church develops their core stories by interpreting life 
events, giving them meaning and significance for the life and ministry of that particular 
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church. The dominant narratives are dynamic, not static, constantly being reborn with 
each telling. 
A major influence on a congregation is the culture in which it is immersed. The 
dominant narratives go through transformation as they interact with the surrounding 
culture. As the culture changes the core stories adapt with each telling. While the gospel 
story will be a major part of a church’s dominant narrative, of a church, the biblical 
narrative is filtered through cultural lenses in order to be relevant and communicative to 
the existing church culture and surrounding culture. 
Listening carefully and actively for the preeminent narrative is crucial to ascertain 
the life story of the congregation. These prominent stories become the prevailing theme 
of the life story of the congregation. This research question is crucial to understanding the 
true life story of the congregation and recognizing the potential power of the dominant 
narrative for this particular congregation. The principal narratives are the connectors from 
past to present stories. These preeminent narratives reveal the storytelling pattern and 
predict the dominant values of the life story of the congregation. Other questions clarify 
the original one are: (1) why are these stories the dominant narratives? and, (2) why are 
these the stories the congregation chooses to tell about themselves? The answer to the 
fuller questions reveal who the congregation understands itself to be, and what the 
congregation wants others to know about their church.  
Core stories also shape the future. As a congregation becomes aware of the held 
dominant narratives of their church and what they reveal about themselves, they can 
shape and mold these stories to be the stories that they chose to move on toward a bright 
future. Taylor says, “Your most meaningful stories should be chosen, not lived by 
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default” (125). The congregation has a choice on developing the dominant narratives that 
will carry them in the future, shaping and molding their ministry. 
Research Question #2 
What basic narrative themes emerge from the main stories told by the 
congregation (i.e., characters, time, setting, plot, mood)? Each congregation has its own 
language, underlying assumptions, and patterns of behavior that contribute to writing 
their life story. The themes that emerge from their narratives reveal these elements that 
help translate the underlying meaning and purpose of their congregational stories. The 
life of a congregation is not simplistic in design but multilayered with distinctive values, 
outlooks, and behaviors interwoven to create a pattern unique to that particular 
congregation.  
The characters are the central actors in the story drama that bring the narrative 
into the personal story of the listener. The underlying themes of the story determine the 
assignment of the roles each of these actors plays within the narrative. Changing the roles 
of the characters within the story alters the overarching theme of the story and, therefore, 
changes the whole story. The role of the characters is consequently chosen by the teller in 
order to coincide with the predetermined, even unconsciously, desired thematic outcome. 
The themes of the congregational stories reveal the plot of the story. The plot of a 
story is the organizing theme that writes the story, giving the characters voice and action 
within a series of events that communicate value and purpose. Plot integrates many 
complex events into a unifying story that transforms the events into a significant thematic 
whole. Finding the plot, revealed through the themes, helps life to have meaning and 
purpose. The Church has its own set of complex plots, part of which is revealed in God’s 
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story. The congregational stories must link the biblical plot with the cultural and 
historical settings of the church to forge a bigger picture of the of the Church universal, 
representative of God in the world.  
The setting of the storied world of the congregation reflects the church’s 
worldview from which words and actions make sense. While the basic assumption is that 
church stories are set within the church grounds, a deeper significance of the setting of 
their congregational narratives reveals multlayered perspective and outlook of the world 
in which they live and their place in it. The setting of the narratives communicates how 
the church views its presence in the world and how the people interact and arrange the 
facts and responses within their world order. 
Time is very subjective in the telling of a story. Themes become apparent through 
the shifting, constructing, and construing of events in order to convey the desired 
meaning. Time is an experience of events rather than chronological listing of events that 
is utilized in storytelling to bring the past into the present in order to celebrate the 
possibilities for the future. The thematic ideals determine the storified accounting of the 
time. Tied to time is the order of remembrance and telling of the story. Order becomes 
subjective in telling a story as the thematic ideal is explored and communicated. 
This question is important because identifying the major elements of each story 
enables the pastor to understand the particular language of the congregation. Learning the 
language builds the basis for understanding the components that make up the life story. 
The language is only learned only by actively listening to the stories. Emerging narrative 
themes combine to make up the main story, or life story, of the congregation. This 
question was answered by careful analysis of each story: characters, plot, 
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setting/worldview, order, and time to discover the themes that emerged through the 
answers to the four questions within the seven focus groups. The themes that emerged 
revealed the already embraced scripts that are being incorporated by the congregation to 
write the stories of the past that dictate the narratives of the future.  
Population and Participants 
The subjects of this research were forty members of Grove Hill United Methodist 
Church located in Grove Hill, Alabama. Grove Hill is the county seat for Clarke County, 
Alabama. The primary industry of the area is timber. Over the past twenty years, the 
population of Grove Hill, like many other rural southern towns, has stagnated. Not many 
newcomers arrive in Grove Hill. A concern has arisen this past year when our town 
newspaper, The Clark County Democrat predicted that by the next census this area of the 
state will have declined by forty thousand people. County school enrollment declined one 
hundred children last year, and the private school in town declined by ten. This year the 
county school system is down 161 students. Although predictions and numbers have been 
discouraging for a small town, Grove Hill has seen some encouraging signs of life this 
past year. New businesses have moved in: Subway, Family Dollar Store, McDonalds, 
Maria’s Mexican Restaurant, Square Cup—a new Coffee Shop, and Bones—a pizza 
place. A local nonprofit organization will be opening an animal shelter for Clarke County 
in 2015. These signs of growth are exciting and paint a picture of a healthier area. Grove 
Hill is ninety miles north of Mobile, Alabama. Grove Hill United Methodist Church is 
situated in rural Alabama.  
The Grove Hill United Methodist Church is located in the heart of town with the 
Grove Hill library sharing the corner lot and the newly built Clarke County High School 
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located on the corner of the next block. The Grove Hill Baptist Church property abuts the 
north side of the church. Fifteen years ago the GHUMC tore down the fellowship hall and 
built a family life center that is open for use by the entire town as a place for activities 
and meetings. Groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous, Daughters of the American 
Revolution, Study Club, Kinder Music, Boy Scouts, wedding and baby showers, and the 
County Extension Office routinely meet at the church in the family life center.  
The church membership reflects the stagnation of the town. Each age group is 
proportionately represented in its attendees however, most of the newcomers marry into 
the church family, move into the area to be near other family members, or are born into it. 
Last year, the church received four new members: Two were my daughters who 
transferred their membership when I arrived at the church in June, and two were parents 
of a low income family we are helping. Currently we have four older elementary children 
in confirmation class. The confirmands joined into membership of GHUMC Easter 
Sunday 2014. All of the confirmands are generational Grove Hillians and generational 
GHUMC. The majority of the people in the congregation have grown up in or near Grove 
Hill. Growing up in Grove Hill and participating in the church also involves participation 
in the community activities, a comingling of church and secular community. A newcomer 
may have difficulty breaking into this system of intrinsic understandings.  
Clarke County is the county seat and, therefore, has a level of education higher 
than most of the surrounding areas, which is reflected in the congregation through the 
level of culture that surrounds the church and its members. Many congregants are active 
in book clubs, writing guilds, musicals, community bands, and historical societies. Much 
of the life and activities of the community spill over into the congregation, and 
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consequently, much of the church life and activities spill over into the community. The 
identity of GHUMC is closely tied to the identity of the city of Grove Hill.  
Two distinct cultures exist within Grove Hill that have been alluded to previously: 
the black culture (41 percent) and the white culture (51 percent). Although these two 
cultures intertwine at certain already established levels of entanglement, however, they 
remain completely separate and distinct cultures. The culture explored within this paper 
will reflect the white culture because it is the culture represented by GHUMC members. 
The church has a rich history of serving the Lord since its formation in the 1840s 
when the Methodists in Macon (the name for what is now Grove Hill) met in the Masonic 
Lodge in the downtown area. The first pastor was assigned to the church in 1860. In 1884 
the first church was built. The church thrived until the 1960s. Beginning in the 1960s and 
early 1970s, the top students or children of the brightest citizens stopped returning to the 
area and may be the ones currently returning as retirees. The retirees have remembered a 
place that no longer exists, unfortunately. This exodus began with just the top few but as 
fifty years have gone by, more and more of the top children i.e., (top ten in the high 
schools) did not return. This exodus includes the best and brightest of both cultures. The 
town has undergone demographic changes due to the failure of these youth to return these 
last thirty years as well as an age-level shift as the children of the town seek employment 
outside of Grove Hill. This restructuring of the population has impacted the church 
families by creating a new balance of power within the town. However, church 
attendance has not varied much (more or less than five in attendance) in the past thirty 
years. I have served this church as pastor for almost two years and have noticed that 
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many of our elderly, which is a significant portion of the church membership, have 
declined in health and are often unable to attend church.  
The participants of this study voluntarily participated in a focus group. Seven 
focus groups were created to represent every age and activity level of the church as well 
as every active area of ministry. The members for the focus group were chosen to 
characterize the different natural groups already existing in the church, thus representing 
the natural flow of the church and relational patterns. These focus groups included, the 
choir (between the ages of 30-90), the prayer group (50-90), the men’s coffee group (50-
90), the older adult Sunday school class (70-100 year olds), the middle adult Sunday 
school class (55-70 years old), the pre-middle adult group (40-55 year olds), and the 
parents of our youth and children (30-40). Each focus group consisted of three to seven 
participants. The composite membership number in the focus groups was forty. The 
choice of forty people interviewed in seven focus groups provided a large pool of stories 
from which to develop an understanding of the dominant narratives and themes of the 
church’s stories, while allowing the study to be conducted and thoroughly analyzed in the 
allotted eight weeks.  
The ages of those interviewed were representative of the larger congregation. All 
of the participants were white and middle class, reflecting the composite of the entire 
congregation. Women had more representation than men due to the demographic of the 
church. 
Many active participants of GHUMC are involved in more than one ministry 
group. Each ministry group has more than five to seven members, which is larger than 
the recommended size of a focus group. Therefore, for this study, the participants were 
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chosen for only one focus group, so that a more encompassing panel of stories could be 
collected from a wider range of the church population. The participants who were 
involved in only one ministry group were invited to be a part of a focus group first. The 
rest of the participants (i.e., those who were involved in more than one ministry group) 
were chosen to fill in a focus group that most needed their participation. A concerted 
effort limited the number of participants in each focus group so that every member would 
have a chance to tell their stories while not changing the inner group dynamics that had 
already been established.  
The first focus group that was created was composed of five members of the older 
adult Sunday school class. Currently, twenty-one members attend the class, but due to 
health issues the class has about twelve in attendance on a given Sunday. The class is 
composed of many widows and older couples but also has two never married folks. This 
class is the most consistent in attendance of all of our Sunday school classes.  
The second focus group was comprised of three of our older, distinguished 
gentlemen. I call them the Sunday morning coffee group because they gather every 
Sunday morning in the Fellowship Hall for coffee around a round table before Sunday 
school and are part of a group of men in town that meet every morning and afternoon at 
8:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. at a local restaurant (Bertiles) for coffee. They are also members 
of the older adult Sunday school class. Five members of the group were invited to be a 
part of the group, but two could not make it due to health reasons. 
The third focus group contained six members of a middle-adult Sunday school 
class whose age ranged from 50-70. This Sunday school class has about eight active 
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members who are present almost every Sunday. Much of the leadership of the church is 
drawn from this group.  
The fourth focus group was created from the active participants of the choir. The 
choir has about fifteen active members with a few extra for the Christmas cantata or a 
special event. They are the best church choir for a medium-size church that I have ever 
heard. The members of the choir are faithful in their attendance Wednesday nights and 
Sunday mornings. Six members participated in this focus group. 
The fifth focus group included what our church considers the young adults: those 
30-40ish. Seven members came to share their stories about their experiences within the 
church. Currently we do not have a Sunday school class for this age group because the 
teachers for our youth and children’s programs’ teachers are drawn from this group, 
which is comprised of the parents of many of the youth and children of the church. Each 
member is very involved in all of the activities/programs of the church. The church 
would not have a children or youth program without their involvement.   
The sixth focus group was culled from the prayer group that meets every Monday 
afternoon. Six ladies contributed their stories. The primary purpose of the Monday 
afternoon prayer group is to pray for the sick, those who have suffered loss, or the 
discouraged, and to send cards for whom they pray, for letting them know GHUMC 
prayed for them. Prayer cards are in each of the pews that members fill out Sunday 
mornings with the name, purpose, and address of the one who needs prayer and then 
given to the pastor for the prayer group. Ten ladies attend prayer group every Monday 
afternoon. The group time, however, is not solely spent on prayer but in giving the oral 
history (genealogy) of each of those in need of prayer and their relationship to the church, 
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town, and families that may be known. Storytelling is the primary avenue in place for this 
group to share, laugh, and pray together.  
The seventh focus group was intended to be for our 40-50 year-olds, but absorbed 
some of the other group members who could not attend when their group met. Five 
people met to tell their stories. Two people failed to show up and were interviewed at a 
later time.  
Each focus group involved people who were used to interacting with each other 
and had common stories and experiences through the church. The familiarity and 
commonality of life stages enhanced the communication and storytelling. The focus 
groups embraced every avenue of life within Grove Hill United Methodist Church. 
Design of the Study 
This study used qualitative research methodology: the active listening and 
prompting of stories of the church members by the pastor as facilitator in order to 
delineate the dominant narratives of the Grove Hill United Methodist Church. Qualitative 
research is the method used to explore the unknown. In the textbook of research methods, 
Creswell states that qualitative research is “best suited for research questions [for which] 
you do not know the variables and need to explore” (Creswell 53). My task of researcher 
in this scenario was to excavate the life story of the congregation that was hidden to me, 
an excavation that can only be done by carefully listening and exploring the narrative of 
the people within the church. Quantitative research approaches a situation with certain 
expectations that are measurable and concrete. George Barna explains, “Qualitative 
research is mainly concerned with understanding how and why people think and act, 
rather than how many people think or act that way” (original emphasis; 57). While stories 
Cook 98 
 
can be analyzed according to character development, plot, and setting, the nature of a 
story—having a life of its own—negates such analysis. Qualitative research sanctions the 
nuances of the story, the changing nature of narrative, and allows the researcher freedom 
to listen, explore the stories, and observe the emerging patterns that make up the life story 
of the congregation. The method derives the heart of people’s beliefs, ideals, opinions, 
and views (57). As the thematic patterns are observed and shared with the congregation, 
new stories are written, and thus new ministry, based on the remembrance of the old, is 
written that carries the past into the future. 
Focus groups in a semi-structured interview were used to gather the qualitative 
data for this study. Focus groups have four basic elements that contribute to a qualitative 
study: (1) A Focus groups purpose is research; (2) Focus groups focus on one subject; (3) 
Group discussion is the format utilized in focus groups; and (4) Typically focus groups 
remain small, numbering six to ten people plus one facilitator (Dendinger 1-4; 
Goldenkoff 340-62; Creswell 226-27; Sensing 120-24). With these elements, focus 
groups can encourage expressions of views that may normally be suppressed and gain in-
depth information about attitudes, perceptions, behaviors, and motivation. A focus group 
creates a synergy that provides richer information than each individual would provide if 
interviewed individually.  
The challenge of participant recruitment is to find the right members, make sure 
that they attend, and target people who characterize as many subgroups of your whole 
audience as possible to provide a cross-section of outlooks and opinions (Dendinger 1). 
Focus groups are more beneficial when the members of the group represent similar 
patterns of understanding and are able to cooperate with one another (Creswell 226). Tim 
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Sensing, however, recommends that the members of the group do not know each other 
because of previously established interpersonal dynamics of the relationship can confuse 
the researcher and predetermine partial outcome of the group (121). In this context, 
however, the participants already have an established rich history and mode of 
communication that I sought to learn. 
The structure of the session should be chosen to encourage group dynamics that 
match the purpose of the study. Unstructured dynamics encourage on open-ended 
dialogue or a brainstorming atmosphere. A more structured group, using a moderator 
supports a more narrowly focused discussion that never deviates from the script 
providing depth and detail that may be needed (Dendinger 2). This study utilized a semi-
structured method by asking participants four questions: 
1. What brought you to this church? 
2. What do you like about the church? (What keeps you here?)  
3. What are some of your best stories about the church, the ones that keep getting 
told over and over again?  
4. If anything was possible, what would you like this church to look like five 
years from now? (What stories would you like to be remembered?) 
All participants were encouraged to contribute by sharing their stories, and promoting full 
group participation. Guidelines discouraged talking while others were talking, which can 
make transcription hard for the researcher (Creswell 226) and can put a chill on more 
reticent participants. A list of the guidelines for discussion is included in Appendix B. 
Some disadvantages of using focus groups include the following: (1) Not 
everyone participates equally absent clear boundaries, and (2) a person or persons may 
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dominate the group. This problem can be overcome by a good facilitator encouraging full 
participation. Another disadvantage may be that the nature of a focus group encourages 
the researcher to find consensus on questions so that a score can be marked for all 
individuals in the group (Creswell 396). For the purposes of this dissertation, the answers 
did not reflect consensus, but rather, each story had individual merit and reflected a piece 
of the overall story. Consensus was not the goal. Another hindrance of a focus group may 
be that individual stories are hampered because of the other group members’ 
participation, dominance, or expectations (Sensing 120). This problem could not be 
totally alleviated because the interpersonal dynamics of the members have already been 
established. The facilitator, however, can act as a mediator to ensure every person has a 
voice. 
Tim Sensing reminds researchers that, “In a group setting, the researcher and 
those connected to the project may pledge confidentiality; while they cannot make that 
pledge for others, they should encourage discretion” (36). Confidentiality will be 
especially hard for a GHUMC group who already knows one another and has lived these 
experiences together (36). The expectation of confidentiality is preposterous in this 
setting where the congregation neither expects confidentiality nor sees the need for it in 
this setting. Its song has become, “I love to tell the story,” whatever the story of the 
church. 
Note taking along with audio taping is crucial to represent accurately what 
transpires in the focus group. Logging information while it is still fresh in the memory 
becomes important for the facilitator before they inadvertently change the story. It is not 
possible for audio tape to record nonverbal communication, such as facial expressions, 
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gestures, eye contact or, interpersonal interaction so another method is needed to 
communicate fully the interview session (Sensing 124). Field notes are an invaluable 
resource for conveying nonverbal communication and explaining confusing parts of the 
focus group that may be valuable for helping other researchers interpret transcripts as 
they try to replicate the study in their own setting. In addition, notes from each focus 
group will aid future focus groups by signaling what questions work well and when 
questions need to be clarified by the facilitator.  
Instrumentation 
The instruments used to collect data were the four interview questions as posed to 
seven focus groups. The four questions are researcher designed ultimately to address the 
two research questions. Answers to the interview questions were recorded on audio tape 
and extensive field notes were taken at each focus group session by the researcher to 
facilitate recall, and note nonverbal communication and interpersonal interaction that 
cannot be recorded via audio tape. Field notes include a seating chart of each group, the 
description of the setting, and the mood of the assembly. The notes sought to document 
every nuance of what was communicated beyond the spoken words. Each question was 
designed to prompt stories from the life and experiences of the participants regarding 
their involvement with and understanding of GHUMC.  
Variables 
This study involved no independent predictor variables. The task of qualitative 
research is to reveal themes within the stories without manipulating those stories. 
Therefore, no dependent variables influence the study. Having no manipulation of data 
and no known variables denotes no independent predictor variables and no response 
Cook 102 
 
variables present in this study resulting in no variables that intervene in this qualitative 
research project. 
Although no variables, various factors influence the study. Telling stories that the 
storyteller apparently thought the facilitator wanted to hear or telling stories that seem 
slanted or edited to make an individual or the church look good emerged. This 
unintentional interference may influence open, honest storytelling that would have more 
accurately uncovered the system story. This information was still valuable in revealing 
how the members wish their church to be viewed and what they communicated to those 
inside opposed those outside of the church about their church. Placing time limits for 
each story helped control this factor by not allowing the time to formulate such complex 
motives and by encouraging more spontaneous and sincere responses.  
Data Collection 
This project utilized eight weeks to collect the data. The data consisted of 
interview responses from forty members of the GHUMC congregation in seven different 
focus groups at the church. Each focus group answered the same four questions. Audia 
recording and careful documentation of the stories ensured accuracy. Intensive field notes 
were taken of the actual storytelling to collect the nonverbal data generated by the group.  
Each focus group was invited to meet at a predetermined time at the church with 
each group meeting at a different time. These meetings convened in the church library 
around a large table or in the fellowship hall of the church, depending on where each 
particular group feels more comfortable. Sessions did not meet longer than two hours. 
These semi-structured interviews were tape recorded by a machine set in the middle of 
the table. As the facilitator, I sat toward the middle of the table in order to ensure full 
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group participation. To sit at the end of the table denotes dominance, which was not my 
role. 
At the beginning of each session I introduced, shared, and explained the purpose 
of the study. Then I distributed and explained the contract and asked each person to sign. 
I also set guidelines for the discussion that I asked the participants to follow. These 
guidelines were handed out at the beginning of the session:  
1. Answer each question in story format, sharing the stories of the church.             
2. Everyone is encouraged to participate. Please be considerate of each other so 
that everyone has a reasonable opportunity to be heard. 
3. If there is a story that needs to be told that is not directly addressed by a 
question but you feel is an important story of the church, please share it, the 
purpose is to hear all of the stories of the church.               
4. Limit the stories to stories about Grove Hill United Methodist Church. While 
there are many good stories out there about other churches or pastors, for the 
purposes of this study we are limiting to just this church and the overlapping 
community stories. 
Semi-structured interviews were chosen for each group because the facilitator can 
prompt each person in the group to answer the set of four questions but not squelch the 
synergy that is created within the group dynamic. The four questions (see Appendix A) 
create the framework for the church narrative collected but in no way present a rigidity to 
exempt other church stories from being told that might not fit the framework (see 
Appendix A). As facilitator I attempted to limit the length of the answers when a lack of 
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time became an issue during the session. Each question took approximately thirty 
minutes to answer. 
The questions began. As the facilitator, I encouraged every member to participate. 
The audiotape recorded verbal recitation of the stories, but I also kept detailed field notes 
of who was speaking and the interaction that is happening, verbal and nonverbal 
interaction within the group dynamic, noting reactions to the stories as well as nonverbal 
cues within the story that are significant to translation of the story. When needed, I 
reworded the question to prompt further responses. These are groups that have already 
established patterns of communication; therefore, I also needed to note these preordained 
patterns and then attempt to discover the significance to the group.  
After the questions were answered I invited the members of the focus group to 
share any other stories they believed needed to be shared. We closed in prayer and were 
dismissed.  
Data Analysis 
Qualitative research was used throughout the study to unearth the stories of the 
congregants. This research involved reviewing the transcripts and identifying the themes 
that emerged from each individual story in order to understand the whole of the life story 
of the congregation. The storyteller met with a focus group who answered four questions 
relating to the church, and the participant was also invited to share any other story he or 
she thought was significant. Core stories emerged from the interviews. Each author was 
encouraged to write the story from his or her own point of view. Observing and noting 
similar patterns, themes, and prevailing characters revealed the emergent themes and 
dominant core stories of the church. I then shared themes and dominant church narratives 
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with the church in order to explore corporately the possibilities in the life story narrative 
for unleashing transformational ministry. 
Within three days I transcribed the audiotape of stories, collating the field notes 
with their corresponding story. The time from interview to transcription was minimalized 
in order to keep fresh the story and atmosphere of what was communicated and how it 
was communicated in the focus group. Coding was used for each story, noting the focus 
group #, question #, order in which the story was told, and the person who told the story.  
Each story was analyzed to discover the primary characters in the story, theme of 
story, genre in which the story was told, and overall purpose of the story in answering the 
question. After gathering the data from the seven focus groups’ transcribed stories that 
answered the four questions, a pattern of story emerged. The overall common characters, 
themes, genres, and purpose were determined, which revealed the core values, self-
perception, and overarching lifestory of Grove Hill United Methodist Church.  
Generalizability 
This study focused on church members within the Grove Hill United Methodist 
Church in Clarke County, Alabama, which presented limitations, delimitations, and 
significance for churches in other categories. This research project was restricted to a 
rural church setting by interviewing only one church in this cultural setting, which 
ultimately restricted the focus for this study. One of the major dynamics of this study was 
the role of the researcher as a facilitator. When eliciting participation, I became a part of 
the story instead of an independent observer, thus influencing the telling of the system 
story. The significance gained through this study is that a shared analysis of the system 
story of a church can lead to transformational ministry as the members are invited to 
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recount their individual understanding of the system story. Moreover, because inhabitants 
of a rural area are generally more static in maintaining their worldviews, this research 
offers definite hope for rural and nonrural congregations, who may or may not be as set 
in their understanding. 
Ethical procedures 
This research involved human subjects; therefore, every person participating had 
to give his or her consent to participate in this study. A letter of consent was provided to 
each participant to sign at the beginning of each focus group interview. The document 
explained that by answering the interview questions the participant was consenting to 
participate in the research. Each of the participants signed this form before the interview 
began. I also informed those interviewed that any recording of their stories would be used 
only for the purpose of this dissertation. The data, paper and audio, was secured in a 
locked drawer in my home. The computer data was stored on a password protected 
laptop. After the project is completed, the paper data was shredded, the audio data 
destroyed, and the computer files erased. Any story used in the writing of the dissertation 
would include changed names to protect confidentiality of the story characters.  
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS 
Problem and Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to conduct semi-structured interviews with seven 
focus groups containing members of Grove Hill United Methodist Church in order to 
listen actively and learn the culture of the congregation through the congregational 
narrative. Seven focus groups containing forty members of the church participated in 
semi-structured interviews answering four questions that prompted the telling of their 
church stories. This study showed how to use active listening to discover the language, 
culture, ethos, and personality of a congregation through its stories and then enter into 
that story for transformational ministry. The active listening to stories revealed the 
dominant narratives told by the church members. The dominant narratives revealed the 
important themes of the church’s life story. 
Qualitative data gathered during focus group interviews demonstrated that the use 
of active listening is important to engage and understand storytelling. Telling the 
congregational stories reveal a holistic life story of a congregation that encompasses who 
they were, who they are, as well as who they will be.   
Two research questions guided this study: (1) What are the dominant church 
narratives? (2) What basic narrative themes emerge from the main stories told by the 
congregation (i.e., characters, time, setting, plot, and mood?) 
Participants 
Forty members of Grove Hill United Methodist Church participated in this study. 
Males comprised 35 percent of the total members. Females made up the remaining 65 
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percent. The ages of the participants spanned from 30-93 years of age. Of the members, 
20 percent were between the ages of 30-44 and 37.5 percent were between the ages of 45-
62. Subjects between the ages of sixty-three and eighty years of age totaled 22.5 percent 
of the participants. A total of 20 percent of the members were 81 or older. These four age 
ranges represent four of the six major subgroupings listed by Percept Group for the 
population of the United States. Percept lists these generational groupings as (in 
ascending order) Generation Z, Millenials, Survivors, Generation X, Boomers, Silents, 
and Builders. The participants of this study skew older than the general population of 
Clarke County and involve more women (65 percent) than are statistically recognized in 
Clarke County (52.7 percent). These results are more consistent with the composition of 
the church: more older participants than younger, and more females than men. Children 
and youth were not included in this study though they are very present and active in the 
church (see Figure 4.1). 
Figure 4.1 Percent Participation by Age 
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The members do not reflect any noticeable diversity in racial, socioecomic, or 
geographical categories. The subjects were all white middle class, and were living in and 
around Grove Hill, Alabama, which is reflective of the congregants of GHUMC. In 2013, 
Clarke County had a white population of 51 percent and an African American population 
of 44.2 percent and a poverty level of 26.4 percent. In July, 2014, Clarke County schools 
received a state grant for free breakfast and lunch for all students in the system because of 
the abject poverty of families within the county.  
Some of the members of GHUMC participated in one of seven focus groups to 
tell their stories. When the members were asked, “What brought you to this church?” 
60% indicated they had come from a Baptist church. Of that 60 percent, three (7.5 
percent) were raised in a Methodist church and returned in later years. Of the forty 
participants, only 25 percent were raised as Methodist and of that percentage, only 4 (10 
percent) were raised in GHUMC. In fact, only 5 percent of those interviewed started 
coming to the church when they were young. Three people did not clarify their church 
history (see Figure 4.2). 
Figure 4.2: Members of GHUMC origins 
 
Where From 
raised in UM Church
from Baptist Church
came to church when they
were young
no answer
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Research Question #1 
What are the dominant church narratives? Research question #1 asks the 
researcher to identify the dominant stories of the church. These stories were ascertained 
by utilizing the four questions asked in the focus groups as categories for delineating the 
dominant stories. Sub-stories that support or challenge the dominant stories will also be 
recognized. The dominant stories were ascertained by listening to the stories. The stories 
that were told the most often in the most groups were the dominant stories. 
Interview Question #1— “What brought you to this church?” This question was divided 
into two parts. The first answered the unasked question; “Where did you come from?” 
and the second answered, “How did you come to be here at GHUMC?” Both of these 
questions were implied in the overall question and answered by almost all of the 
participants.   
Question #1a—“Where did you come from?” The dominant narrative that answered this 
question pertained to twenty-four of the forty interviewed who came to GHUMC from a 
Baptist church (60 percent). Two main reasons were given for leaving a Baptist church: 
(1) The Grove Hill Baptist Church (GHBC) was experiencing conflict, and (2) the 
theology of the United Methodist Church resonated with those interviewed. 
Many of the stories referred to a season of conflict within the Grove Hill Baptist 
Church. At that time eight of the interviewees left the GHBC to come to the Methodist 
Church. One member said, “There was a lot of internal conflict issues, not anything I 
wanted to get involved in.” The story of the conflict was never pursued or developed in 
any of the stories told because the participants were asked to focus their stories on 
GHUMC. Another member spoke of a different conflict: “We were very unhappy there. 
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We were one of four families that stayed with the public schools, and we were 
mistreated.” This conflict led her family to return to its Methodist upbringing. 
The differences between the United Methodist and Baptist doctrines and theology 
surfaced as a dominant story of why some of the ones interviewed left a Baptist church to 
join a United Methodist church. One member explains this internal conflict with theology 
succinctly:  
My personality did not do well with the teachings [of the Baptist church]. I 
thought it was religion as a whole, until I explored the United Methodist 
Church. I found a place my personality meshed. It was not religion or 
Christianity that was the object … but the theology.  
 
Another former Baptist attributed her leaving to the atmosphere of the Baptist church: 
“There was not a spiritual feeling I felt in the Baptist Church that I was searching for.” 
These members were searching for something different. 
Many members commented on the hellfire and brimstone preaching of the Baptist 
Church. One participant told the story of returning to her childhood church with her 
daughter:  
O my Gosh, … but it was hard for me to get through it with no problem. 
… I think “He’s going to have a heart attack up there.” I used to be able to 
sit through it but now it scares my children [laughter.] [Daughter] had to 
be taken out because she was scared. 
 
 Still another commented on the Baptist teachings:  
As a child, growing up I would hear sermons that would terrify me. I 
would be afraid to sleep at night because I knew the devil was coming 
after me because the preacher would say that if you sinned today the devil 
certainly was going to get you and I knew in my mind that I had done 
something wrong and I was terrified. I would ask my mom to come sleep 
with me. I don’t think you should do that to a child.  
  
Another member agreed that the teachings of the Baptist church scary: 
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The main thing is to accept the Lord as your Savior, but in the Baptist it is 
all hellfire and damnation. You are never good enough. That was not a 
loving God! It is not by works but by grace—not scaring you to death as a 
child. 
 
One gentleman succinctly said, “I sort of got tired of all that hellfire and brimstone of that 
Baptist preacher.” Instead of hellfire and damnation, one Methodist summed up her 
understanding of Methodist theology: “I think the Bible is summed up in three words: 
God loves you. That’s what it’s all about, the love.” The differences in theology drew 
many to the United Methodist Church. 
Another difference between the Baptist and Methodist methods that drew these 
storytellers to the United Methodist church was the practice of worship: 
I noticed when I changed from Baptist to Methodist that I prefer the 
ceremonial aspects of the UM church. It’s not that I don’t like the Baptist 
church, but I never really felt comfortable with the “Amens.” I don’t know 
why and I don’t feel comfortable with the contemporary. I am just very 
traditional. As much as my heart might be moved, I just don’t feel 
comfortable with all of that emotion.  
 
One member referred to the emotion as “hoopla” in her story: “I like things on a 
schedule. More in order, not popping up all over the place like the Baptist church I was 
raised in. They were good people but I cannot stand the hoopla.” Still another 
commented, “The constant ‘Amens’ are so distracting. It is hard to sit there and listen. I 
am raising 3 boys, and I like the reverent time when I can walk in and everything else 
disappears and I can focus on why I am here.” The practice of worship drew many to the 
united Methodist Church. 
Two of the storytellers told similar stories about their opinions of being asked to 
come forward at the end of the service in the Baptist church: 
I like that you are not asked at the end of the service to come forward and 
repent. I have a friend who grew up here (I won’t name any names) who 
Cook 113 
 
had a friend in the Baptist church and every time she would go to the 
Baptist church and her mother would say, “Whatever you do, don’t walk 
the aisle,” because over there everybody, after an emotional service, 
would walk the aisle every other week. I don’t want someone up there 
looking at me expectantly like, if you don’t walk up here you are not 
really repentant.  
 
The other stated their aversion to coming forward:  
You don’t have to walk down the aisle to be saved here. That was a 
problem I had in the Baptist church when I was growing up. I walked 
down that aisle four to five times because I was always made to feel like I 
wasn’t good as they wanted me to be. 
 
The Methodist church does not typically ask members to come forward in response to  
 
God, but allows for God to speak directly to a person in their pew, where people can 
respond to God’s message. 
The music of a Baptist church also generated some stories: “The choir can sing 
the most beautiful song and the moment is sacred until they clap.”  The story was told of 
a local Baptist church leading the music at GHUMC during the community Thanksgiving 
service: “The choir was fantastic but they were holding up their hands and it was so loud 
I could not hear the words.” GHUMC does not typically clap or hold up their hands. 
In summary, one member expressed the overriding sentiments of those who left 
the doctrine, theology, and practice of a Baptist church and embraced Methodism: “I felt 
like the Methodist church was for me.” Another expressed, “I am a much better 
Methodist than Baptist.” The stories communicated their comfort with the theology and 
worship of GHUMC. 
Question #1b “How did you come to be here at GHUMC.” The dominant narrative in 
answer to this question revealed that 25 percent came into the church through marriage; 
another 10 percent because of family members. Another 30 percent came because they 
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were invited by members of the church. One member told her story: “The teenagers I was 
teaching at school, they were pastor’s children, said, ‘Why don’t you come to our 
church?’ I automatically came and have enjoyed it ever since.” Another shared, “Our 
little girls went to school and met two little girls from the Methodist Church.… They kept 
inviting them to go to church with them, that’s what got us to the Methodist Church.” The 
stories revealed many entrances to the church.   
Question #2—What do you like about the church? (What keeps you here?) 
The dominant church story that answered this question was revealed in the words 
home and family. The usage of these terms appears in 37.5 percent of the members’ 
stories about what they like about the church. One woman explained how the church feels 
like family: “You know you always want your church to grow, want it to have new 
people, but I think it’s the people you’ve always been with that keep you coming back to 
the church that you are a part of.” Two members stated, “Here I feel at home” and “It’s 
my home.” GHUMC is home to many. 
Another dominant story that surfaced in this section and was told in four of the 
seven focus groups was that of a pastor who was appointed to the church about fifteen to 
twenty years after World War II. He was Japanese-American and the conference was 
concerned about placing him in rural Alabama so soon after the war. One member 
reflects upon that time: “There had been a lot of talk. … The strong leaders in the church 
talked and discussed how we were going to handle it, we wanted to handle it well, and 
there was only one family that left because we had a Japanese pastor.” Still another said,  
“I only know of one person who left the church because he was not going to church with 
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a ‘Jap,’ and he hardly came anyway!” Some of the congregation were concerned about 
one of the ladies of the church who had lost her son:   
[Her son] did not make it home. [Her son] was in the Pacific. Not many 
years later Brother [pastor] came, he was Japanese. We all were worried 
about how [mother] would feel, but just like a true Methodist she was able 
to be a big person. … [Pastor] didn’t kill her son; she didn’t say anything. 
That is the type of people we are.  
 
The people loved this pastor and had many wonderful stories to tell about his ministry 
with GHUMC. A woman summed up the general feeling about this pastor: “He was 
never Japanese; he was just another person. I never saw a difference. I loved him.” The 
church loved and accepted those who were different. 
Question #3— What are some of your best stories about the church, the ones that keep 
getting told over and over again? Four categories of stories dominated the answer to this 
question: stories about pastors, stories about people, funny stories, and Blue Lake stories. 
I will share the most popular story in each of these categories. 
Pastors. The Japanese pastor story was the dominant story in the overall telling of 
church stories, but in answer to this question many other stories emerged that were in no 
way dominant stories but revealed themes that are explored in the second research 
question. 
People.  Many stories about the particular members of the church were revealed. 
One story however, about one of the women in the church dominated. Her daughter tells 
the story best: 
We were having church supper, I assume it was a church supper: The 
tables were lined up, in straight lines, and my mother was there, and poor 
[gentleman]. Everyone knows who he is, and him being in a wheel chair. 
And they had to move a chair too. I don’t know what the circumstances 
were, but a chair fell on the concrete floor, and it scared Mama so that she 
hollered a bad word in the church. Poor [gentleman] said, “Mrs. [Mama], 
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if I had known it was going to scare you like that, I would never have done 
that.”  
 
This story was told in four of the focus groups and generated much laughter. 
 
Funny story. The story that was told in four of the focus groups was the day a 
squirrel came to church. The choir director asked, “Do you remember the Ray Stevens 
song, Mississippi Squirrel Revival? Well, not too terribly many years after that song came 
out, and everybody was still pretty familiar with it, we had a squirrel visitor at Grove Hill 
United Methodist Church.” Another told the same story:  
We used to have live Christmas trees, and, now I cannot tell this truthfully 
because I wasn’t here this Sunday, but my sister and my mother were here 
and that squirrel that came from that tree went between my mama’s legs 
and she screamed again in our church. And, uh, I think it’s been well-
known what Mama’s four letter word is… 
 
This story was told in four completely different ways in the four different focus groups, 
but the story remains as a story of GHUMC to be told again and again of the day a 
squirrel came to church. 
Blue Lake. For many years the church went as a group to Blue Lake, the 
Conference campground, for a weekend retreat. This trip was so popular that in 
answering this question, stories of Blue Lake emerged as a category unto themselves. 
One member explained the church’s Blue Lake retreats:  
We did all kinds of things at Blue Lake weekend. We weren’t going to 
miss it…. my children were grown and married and had children and still 
came to Blue Lake with us, from where they were. … it was just a family 
thing that people didn’t want to miss. 
 
Someone else commented, “We went to Blue Lake each year. There would be sixty to 
seventy of us go to Blue Lake.…” The Sunday of the retreat, church attendance would be 
down to almost nothing. They had a great time at the retreat: “The fun we had, the 
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Olympics, the games, some type of Olympic type games, we had everything outside, 
from the canoeing to everything and watching all the young people come through, and 
move on, part of it, play cards.…” This practice of going to Blue Lake was ended about 
six years ago as the new generation became too busy to attend.  
Question #4— If anything were possible what would you like this church to look like in 
five years from now? (What stories would you like to be remembered?) The dominant 
narrative in answer to this question was twofold: Everyone would like a church that is 
overflowing with people and more young people/couples. One member’s shared their 
dream: 
There are very few young families in the church, and very few children, 
although we are better than we once were, I mean there was a time when 
there were practically none, we need some more children, more people in 
the pews, especially young people that are willing to get out and do stuff. 
 
This dream was shared by many. 
 
The overwhelming narrative revealed a deep fear that their dreams may not 
happen. One member laments: 
We lost  a lot by death and then with the young ones leaving, moving 
away or just not coming to church because they are out of town we have 
lost whole families like the [family] and [family] and the [family], we’ve 
lost a lot of families that have moved away. 
 
The first question revealed that only 7 percent of those interviewed were raised in this 
church. Most of the children of the church members are not returning to Grove Hill or not 
returning to GHUMC. This fear is realized when the people look around, and it is 
expressed in their stories about the future. 
The dominant narratives or core stories reveal the heart of what the church holds 
dear. In this way the church maintains its identity in order to pass it down to future 
Cook 118 
 
generations. Sacred history is made through the telling and retelling of the stories of the 
church that shape the lives and behavior of the present church and the church that is yet 
to come. Each of the four questions asked of the participants generated one to four 
dominant stories. From these dominant stories branched other sub-stories.  
Research Question #2 
What basic narrative themes emerge from the main stories told by the 
congregation (i.e., characters, time, setting, plot, mood)? 
Research question # 2 helps identify the researcher to identify the basic narrative 
themes that emerged from the main stories told by the congregation with the use of 
characters, time, setting, plot, and mood. The story themes also reveal the core values of 
the church. Observing the spin the storytellers put on the story through the use of the role 
of each character, the presentation of time, the worldview in which the story is set, the 
overall plot or purpose of the story, and the mood created by the teller of the story create 
understanding of the total story. These elements combine to create overall story themes 
that are key components of the life story of the congregation. These themes can be 
observed in the dominant narratives of the congregation. Five major themes encapsulated 
the hundreds of stories the members told about GHUMC: (1) everyone is accepted, (2) 
we are like a family (and you are invited), (3) we are more traditional and Methodist in 
our worship and doctrine, (4) we like to have fun together, and (5) we have anxiety about 
the future of our church. Sub-themes are present under each major thematic heading.  
Major Theme #1: Accepting Everyone. 
The most prevalent theme that emerged from the stories of GHUMC was that they 
accept anyone. One member shared their thoughts with the group:  
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Methodists in general accept all people more than some denominations: 
those that are strong in their faith, those that are weak in their faith, 
searching, those who have different ideas about aspects of theology would 
not be tolerated in some denominations. 
 
 Another told of her personal experience with being accepted into the church: 
“They are accepting of who I am. I did not have to be like them. This is a great virtue. I 
tend not to be on the right side of everything.” The stories give life and breath to the 
depth of the church’s acceptance of others. 
Not judgmental. Twenty-four out of forty interviewed came to GHUMC from a Baptist 
church and found a church home that loved and accepted them as they were, even though 
they came from another denomination. They did not find this acceptance in the Baptist 
church. The dominant narratives shared how previous Baptists felt threatened by sermons 
and fears of hellfire and brimstone. They also spoke of having to walk down the aisle 
because they were not good enough. Other stories told of “requirements” that the 
Methodist church did not have. Two stories spoke of their spouses having to be 
rebaptized in order to join the Baptist church and how their spouses reacted to this news: 
“]my husband] was not going to join the Baptist church because he told me flat out he 
was already baptized as a child and did not understand why they did not recognize that 
baptism.” Another said, “[my husband] would attend but never join…he said he was not 
going to be rebaptized.”  The Methodist church accepted them as they were. 
Failure to attend church in the Baptist church led to shame and embarrassment as 
one lady shared: “You would go down the aisle, after missing a Sunday or two and they 
would whisper about you as you walked to your seat.” In contrast, GHUMC was 
different. “They are more relaxed over here. They are just happy to see you when you 
come,” said one congregant. The theme of acceptance carries on. 
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Many stories about regulations on who could take communion were told. One of 
the most potent stories was about communion in a Church of Christ church. The woman 
shared about a little boy who was not allowed to take communion:  
When his mother went to take communion he reached for it and said, “I’m 
hungry too.” She took him out of the service. He was not permitted to take 
communion. But that could be taken so many ways, “I’m hungry too;” 
Why would you exclude a child?  
 
Another shared, “I love communion where everyone can participate. In the Baptist church 
the communion passed over them.” Open communion is a form of invitation and 
acceptance that the church people hold dear as part of their story. One member 
commented, “I like that we have open communion. I have had people come in and they 
didn’t realize it was communion day, and I just whisper that we have open communion, 
and I will tell them, ‘follow me.’” Everyone is welcome to come to the Methodist table. 
When people are different. Grove Hill United Methodist Church has many different 
people that society would label disabled, mentally handicapped, or physically 
handicapped. GHUMC just calls them family. One story that has been told at least seven 
times since I have been the pastor involves three of these special members: 
The adult Sunday School class, [teacher] was teaching. In the class sat 
[man 1], who did not say a word, [man 2], not one word and one more 
who did not say a word. A new young couple came to visit. [Teacher] 
starts out teaching on Deuteronomy—she says, “I find it hard to teach.” So 
I agree with her that it was hard to teach, but we managed to do a question 
and answer, question and answer to fill the time. Then [teacher] started on 
the young couple. The young adult Sunday School teacher was not there 
that Sunday so [special person #1], [special person #2], and [special 
person #3] were in with our class. We were so glad to have the young 
couple and asked where they came from. They said Demopolis. [Special 
person #1] said, “um a dad my um ad Mama was um ad a Ma from Demo 
POLis.”  [Teacher] then asked if anyone had heard about the young adult 
Sunday School teacher because there was a family accident is why she 
wasn’t there, and [special person #2] said, “Balwel she wabans uponda 
Munday and umdalar all broke up.” Then [special person #3] walked in 
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and said, “Ivea beendaonwith dafleu and my legis sotadrugiin”. [Teacher] 
said later, “I didn’t think it would ever end.” I said, “We will NEVER see 
them again.” And we didn’t. 
 
Many stories were told about these very special members because they were an integral 
part of the church. Special person #1 was described as tall, skinny, and with legs “like 
five feet long.” Sunday mornings he would try to sit next to one of the young brides in 
the church. She tells the story:   
He had a crush on me. [“More than a crush” her husband interjected]. He 
would come in, and he had long, long legs and he would fold them over 
like this [shows the group], and he would sit by me. [My husband] came in 
and said, move over [special person #1], he went, “shoop,” and suctioned 
himself on me. [my husband] had to sit on the other side [laughter]. He sat 
there and held his pants the whole time. 
 
Another told of a time when he got angry he could not sit next to his “crush.” [Special 
person #1] was loved and accepted and had a very important job at the church. He was an 
usher. In fact there were many stories on how [special person #1] always wanted to be an 
usher and would hope the assigned ushers would not come to church so he could usher. 
More than once he was known to pop up to get the offering plates even when the 
assigned usher was present. 
 Another special character of GHUMC is [special person #2]. [Special person #2] 
is almost 80 years old but loves to participate in the children and youth programs. While 
[special person #2] is chronologically an adult, he fits right in with the youth and 
children. The stories tell of only one Vacation Bible School when [special person #2] was 
not present because he had heart issues.[special person #2] arrives at church every 
Sunday morning early to fold and distribute the church bulletins. He is also in charge of 
the acolytes. Every Sunday he wheels in one of the elderly before church and then again 
Cook 122 
 
after church. He participated in one of the focus groups. Another member of the focus 
group looked at him and involved [special person #2] in his story: 
I’m going to verify something. [Special person #2] used to make us 
behave up on that front row when I was little. In fact, I’ve talked to [my 
wife] about it before, and being an acolyte was serious business. We wore 
the skirt and everything. [Special person #2] would come get us out of 
Sunday school long before it was time because we had to get ready, and 
do everything. [My wife] will tell you, I will fuss when they don’t do the 
candles right because I get aggravated. [special person #2], you’re getting 
soft on these kids. 
 
[Special person #2] just smiled. In the interviews [special person #2] said, “I like to take 
care of the children and the handicapped people.” [Special person #2] is an integral part 
of this church. 
 The falling chair story in the dominant narrative involved [special person #3]. His 
wheel chair made the chair fall. One member explained, “[special person #3] had cerebral 
palsy…I just found that out.” [Special person #1], [special person #2], and [special 
person #3] were different, but loved and accepted as part of the family of the church 
Their stories are proudly told by the members. 
One more story about the special people in the church is told of a woman whose 
parents died so she went from house to house to stay with different family members and 
cooked for them. She was a very good cook. She would go to church with the family she 
was staying with but the story is told as follows: 
[Woman] would stay a while (in church) and then decide to get up, she 
would say, “this is not interesting one bit,” and get up and leave. We all 
had to keep our eyes on the preacher though we wanted to watch her walk 
out. No one cared because she was a good cook. 
 
People are loved at GHUMC, not in spite of their differences but because of who they  
 
are. 
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When people are human. The church members pride themselves on being accepting even 
when they get it wrong or their humanness is revealed. One woman shared a story about 
her husband as told by her son during the children’s moment at church: 
[My husband] was NOT in church this Sunday. Brother [Pastor] was 
talking about fisher of men and going fishing and how lots of people just 
go fish, some for fun and some for food, competition. [My son] said, “My 
daddy likes to fish.” [Pastor], “He does, I am sure he does.” “Yup, he 
drinks beer with fishing.”  
 
The story continued with the pastor making explanations for the beer but the 
congregation just laughed. The husband was contacted within minutes of the service 
ending by many of the members to tell the story. He said, “I didn’t go to church for a few 
Sundays after that.” People still laugh about this story. 
The choir had a member who showed his humanness every Sunday. ”[He] had a 
habit of falling asleep in the choir, so they bought him a pair of glasses with eyes wide 
open painted on them.… That pair of glasses may still be here.…” The choir is still 
looking for those glasses. 
The two separate stories where a bad word was uttered at the church, the chair-
falling story, and the squirrel story already told in the dominant narrative section, actually 
involved the same woman. Thus, her daughter reminded us that we already knew mama’s 
favorite four letter word. 
The last story in this section illustrates how the members of the church tried to 
curb the humanness when it was exhibited in the children of the church:  
When [the Bible school teacher] taught Bible school, and [a child of the 
church] was walking back and forth in front of all the kids that morning 
when he just all of sudden said, “There are a lot of SOBs [said all of the 
words] here today.” [His brother] is in panic! [The teacher] said, “If we 
ignore him he won’t do it again” and they go through everything they can, 
and the kids are running all around after their cookie and Kool-Aid, sugar 
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high. And [the child] says it again. “Sure are a lot of loud SOBs [said all 
of words] over there.” At this point [the teacher] said, “[Child], all these 
people here are sweethearts. That is what we say. They are sweethearts. 
[His brother] is saying, “My daddy don’t talk like that. My mama slips up 
sometimes but he didn’t get that from my daddy” [laughter]. [The teacher) 
tells [ the child’s mother]. [The mother] says, “Well, you know,” and she 
does not mention it to him.… That night [the mother] goes to him and [the 
child] asks for a drink of water. And she leans over and [he] hugs her neck 
and says, “You sure are a sweet son of a sweetheart.”  
 
No matter what humanness comes out, GHUMC accepts and loves that person and maybe 
laughs a little. 
When pastors are different. The previous section revealed that a popular dominant story 
of the church developed when they were assigned a Japanese minister. GHUMC is very 
proud that they not only welcomed him as their minister but ended up loving him and his 
family. One member, after telling the story said, “[we are indeed] a church for all of 
God’s children,” which is the printed church logo that they use on all of their bulletins, 
newsletters, the sign in front of the church, and correspondence. In one of the focus 
groups, the squirrel story was told directly after the Japanese pastor story to illustrate that 
the church invites anyone or anything in. 
A few pastors after the Japanese pastor, the bishop assigned the church its first 
woman pastor: She was assigned at a time in conference history when women were not 
serving many churches, especially in the South. She was the first woman pastor in the 
Demopolis District to serve a church. “We had a woman. We had the first woman, and it 
was just part of it [Methodism]. We didn’t question it. I will give our church credit.” The 
church accepted different pastors and grew to love them because of who they were. 
When pastors are human. Many of the stories told about the pastors of the church 
included mishaps and missteps by the pastor. One pastor served the church for thirteen 
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years, which is a long time for a Methodist pastor to serve at one church. The members 
told a couple of stories about his missteps: 
The very first Sunday when he caught his foot, it was before they changed 
the church, of course, and it was even higher than it is now. And he started 
at the lectern and went to the pulpit. So, he stepped down and he missed 
the step and ran to keep his balance and keep from falling and ended up 
running across the center to the other side of the steps. He played it off by 
saying something like, “well, I bet you never seen anybody that tried to 
preach a sermon here like that!” It was his very first Sunday.… 
 
Another popular story told in three of the focus groups was when he went to sit down in 
his chair near the pulpit. The secretary had moved the chair for some reason. “He sat 
down hard!” commented one person. Another added, “He just disappeared. We didn’t 
know what had happened.” The stories reflected their love for this pastor in all of his 
humanness. 
One of the ministers “had to call down the choir one Sunday when they were 
getting giggly and chatty. He said, ‘If you all need to talk, I will just hush.’” The pianist 
remembered, “It used to make him so mad he would walk back to the parsonage on 
Sunday.” A choir member commented, “He had a short temper, but was a sweet man.” 
Pastors were people who had their humanness yet were loved and accepted at GHUMC. 
The church accepts people. 
Hospitality. 
Under the theme of acceptance is the sub-theme of hospitality. Hospitality is the 
openness and receptivity of people not because of who they are and what they can bring 
to the church but is the reaching out to others because they are welcomed and loved. 
After her experience with a Baptist church, one member shared, “I came here and the 
hospitality was so wonderful and so many people were so gracious, inclusive and 
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receptive.… They acted like they wanted me here.” Not only did many of the stories 
include that the church wanted them, but the church “invited me to participate.” The 
invitations to be a part of the life and ministry of the church opened the door to many to 
become involved. One current choir member said, “They invited people to join the 
choir…. So I came to choir.… I’ve been singing in the choir ever since.” GHUMC 
welcomes and involves people. 
Not only did the church invite people to become a part of the life and ministry of 
the church, but they also appreciated what service was done. One woman shared, “There 
was not ever a time when I came in to Sunday school or worship or taught the children or 
helped with anything that anyone has made me feel like I wasn’t doing a wonderful job, 
whether I was or wasn’t.” Appreciating what was done made an impact. 
GHUMC has a rich history of reaching out to others in the community who are 
not members of the church. One woman told her story of being alienated from her home 
church when a tragedy struck her family—her son in college was tragically killed: “You 
really do not know what it means to not have a church when something tragic happens 
and you had always been in church.” The Methodist Church contacted her and offered to 
host her son’s funeral: 
The Baptist Church burned when I was still a member of that church and 
not long after that I lost my son and will say that the Methodist Church 
along with the Catholic Church came to me and said, “Our church is 
available to you if you need us.” I thought that was awesome. 
  
Another member recalled that same tragedy: 
I remember that when [my friend] lost [her son], Brother [Pastor] came 
down. I was struggling with it because my daughter and him were very 
close. It was in my daughter’s apartment that he was killed and [my 
friend] has always been like a sister, many people think we are but we are 
not. I asked him [pastor] how and why and he really gave a lot of comfort 
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in some of the things he said: “God gives us choices every day and we 
choose the right one sometimes and sometimes we don’t.” That was an 
accident but he went into a lot more details, but he always answered your 
questions and didn’t make you feel like you were asking something 
foolish. I wasn’t in this church then, but I always thought of him as my 
pastor. 
 
The stories of the church reveal that GHUMC walks alongside the community to unite 
and work together when someone is in need. 
 Another example of having open doors of hospitality involved a wedding. This 
young woman was a member of the GHBC when it burned. The GHUMC church reached 
out; and consequently, now they are members of GHUMC: 
We got married in 1996. In January of 1996 the Baptist church burned 
completely about three months after we were engaged. We were planning 
a wedding for this church that no longer stood, so not very long after the 
church burned, a member of the United Methodist Church that knew we 
were planning a wedding, contacted us to give us a key to this church so 
that we could get married here. This was the next logical choice. We did 
even though we were not members here. 
 
Her mother, who is also now a member stated, “[My daughter] was actually married in 
this church before we were members because of the hospitality of this church. [The 
pastor] married her and he mentored them.” The bride and groom shared during a focus 
group about the intense premarital counseling they had before the wedding: “He was so 
blunt! Just out there…. No topic off limits. He wanted to make sure you knew what you 
were getting into. When we left out of there [my husband-to-be] said, ‘I really like him.’” 
The pastor, in this case, modeled the love and acceptance to people who were not even 
members of the church. 
There is a close relationship between the Baptist church and the Methodist 
church. GHUMC always tried to work with the Baptist church. One woman shared a 
story: 
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I like that this Church when the Baptist church was having all of their 
problems, we took their children in. The parents would pull up out there 
and put them out, and we took them. We had never had that many 
children. We taught them best that we could. We let them play in the gym. 
We fed them. We did everything but bathe them and put them to bed at 
night. I don’t know how many churches would grumble about that or do 
that for us. We did it. It was hard but it was fun. We got to know a lot of 
different kids. The kids didn’t want to go back when it was time. But they 
did and we knew that was best for them. 
 
The church has many stories about how it lives out the slogans of the United Methodist 
Church: “Open hearts, open minds, and open doors,” and, “We are here for you!”  
Helping others. 
Another aspect of hospitality is expressed through the stories about reaching out 
to the downtrodden and needy. One of the key components of GHUMC’s life story is that 
no matter who people are, how they appear, or how they act, GHUMC will help. One 
story told by two members of a focus group involved who saw a lady pushing a baby 
carriage with a baby in it last winter when it was so cold. One of the ladies made her 
husband pull over so she could go to her and help. She called her friend, and together 
they arranged for the church to provide warm housing for her for the night and some 
money to help her with her needs. One focus group agreed that, “sometimes we are the 
first to extend a hand of help to the community.” GHUMC’s reputation remains as being 
the first to lend a hand when someone is in need. 
One of the members who works at town hall sees many of these folk, she shares, 
The Baptist will send people over here. That is sad. They won’t do 
anything for them they send them here. Town hall would get them and 
they would say, “I went to the Baptist church, and they sent me over to the 
Methodist church.” That’s right, buddy, and I am a Methodist, that’s what 
I tell them, I said that’s great, and I said to sit down while I make 1 phone 
call and you are gonna be put up tonight. 
 
Another story tells of a man who needed help: 
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There was a man that came by City Hall. He had blisters on the bottom of 
his feet. He sat down and asked if I minded if he took off his shoes. He 
had walked to the Baptist church, and the police had sent him to the 
Baptist church that time. They might have sent him here but there might 
not have been anyone in the office, and he walked to town hall. I looked at 
his feet and said, “Hold on a minute. You have got to get off your feet.” 
“If I could just get one nights rest I would, I won’t bother anyone.” I took 
him in my car. I left work and took him to Deaver’s [Motel] and I went to 
the window and told them to put him up. The Methodist church would pay 
for it. 
 
The church never complains about helping people out. The police department calls the 
Methodist church if someone comes into Grove Hill and needs help. 
The church is also among the first in the area to respond to others who need help 
due to a disaster. Following Hurricane Katrina the Methodist church responded. One 
member told that story: 
In 2005 when we moved here we heard about Katrina and all of her 
devastation. I will never forget our church was the only church in town 
that did anything to aid these victims. We opened up a building and took 
in all kinds of items that they needed, and we sent trucks out every two 
hours with all of these items that they needed. Not just our church 
members but other churches in the community started coming and helping 
because they wanted to help but their church had not organized anything, 
so they joined in with us. It was very moving seeing everyone come 
together. But we led it. We led the whole community in that relief effort 
here. There is no telling how much stuff and how many people we helped. 
It really made me feel good. 
 
Many stories were told about how the Methodist church responded to people in need 
 The church is very conscious of helping others but also recognizes the importance 
of ministering to their own. One woman remembers, “Mom broke her hand. [The 
children’s worker] brought the children who stood around her bed. I have never felt 
closer to heaven. Mama had a large… black lady tending to her, and she said the same 
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thing. We were so touched.” Internal ministry stories were scarcer than the stories of 
ministry to those outside the congregation.   
 The prevailing theme of the stories told by the people of GHUMC is that 
everyone is welcomed and accepted, no matter what. Summing it up best, one member 
shared:  “They open their doors to everybody, I don’t care what color you are, how you 
believe: These doors are open. They will not turn anybody away.” This prevailing theme 
of the stories reinforces this deep seated belief. 
Minor Theme #1: Like Family (and you are invited): 
One of the prevailing themes of the stories told in the seven focus groups was the 
perception of the church as a family. Fifteen stories told directly about GHUMC being a 
family and countless others referenced GHUMC as a family. The members referred to the 
church as home. They said, “Here I feel at home;” “It’s my home.” Six direct statements 
were made about the church being home. When asked what they liked about the church, 
one participant shared her thoughts on the church family: “The people in it, especially the 
church elders. They are the foundation in the church. They were always very sincere to 
me and never had any doubt that if there was a church member in need they would 
respond just like a church family—like it should be.” Family is important to the members 
of GHUMC. 
  Another aspect of family that has been brought to the church by its members is 
the desire to worship together as a family: “I wanted my family to all go to church 
together,” said one member. Another commented, “[I] felt like we should be together as a 
family.” Still another uttered, “It was where my family as a whole needed to be.” The 
importance of family was stressed by one who shared, “We went to church as a family.” 
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Family togetherness is important. 
One member, however, had a different observation about the family aspect of the 
congregation when she observed GHUMC had not always been so welcoming. This 
observation sparked a defense of the church family to which she replied, “Let’s just tell it 
like it was, and is. It’s clannish, saying that and you won’t say yes. It’s clannish—you 
happened to marry into the clan.” Others also recognized the difficulty of becoming a 
part of the church family due to the closeness of the members. One said, “We can be 
standoffish, not welcoming.” The church was pretty content with the closeness of the 
congregation, thus hindering the seeking of new people to join. 
Minor Theme #2: Traditional and Methodist in Worship and Doctrine. 
 Methodism, overall, has a traditional theology and form of worship that enables 
people to attend any United Methodist service and feel at home. Elements such as the 
Apostles’ Creed, communion, and the Lord’s Prayer can be found in most Methodist 
churches. The doctrine of the Methodist church allows for variance in the many 
congregations of Methodism but overall is consistent. 
Worship 
The dominant narratives revealed stories about the form of worship in a Methodist 
church as opposed to that of a Baptist church. These dominant stories develop as a major 
theme for GHUMC. A majority of the participants of the focus group shared what they 
loved about the Methodist method and mode of worship. Stories in the dominant 
narratives address some aspects of this theme but many other facets of worship excite, 
compel, and move GHUMC to meaningful worship. One member excitedly told her story 
of transition to the Methodist church:  
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I like the more reverence. I like the traditional things. I like that my 
children, before they were baptized, were able to participate in 
communion. That was something that I was not able to do. The tray was 
always passed over me. I love little traditional things like reciting the 
Apostles’ Creed. I was so excited to get to learn that. That was one of my 
favorite things about becoming a Methodist and I was like, “Oh, I need to 
learn this now”. [My husband] was like, “What?” as I was sitting back in 
the bedroom just memorizing it. I like that even after the choir sings they 
may feel like we were terrible with our special, they didn’t even enjoy it, 
but I enjoy that every now and then you may hear an “Amen,” but the 
whole place does not break out into clapping because it just takes away 
from [worship]. It just takes so much time to get it back to focus. 
 
The members are ushered into worship by the reverence and formality of worship. “I like 
that reverence with the candles and everything. It is just beautiful,” shared one 
participant. GHUMC worships in very traditional ways that offer reverence and awe to its 
members. 
The Apostles’ Creed plays an important part in worship for people of all ages. 
One mother shared, “My kids, from hearing it every Sunday, learned it. They never had 
to try to learn it; they just did from saying it every Sunday.” A young man affirmed, “I do 
appreciate the tradition. I am that kind of person and learning stuff about the Apostles’ 
Creed, thinking about the individual words and when you say it, you think about what it 
means. It is kind of cool to me and I respect that.” Many others told stories about what 
the Apostles’ Creed and other creeds that are used in the service mean to them. 
The reason the church is called the Methodist Church is because of its respect for 
methodical order. The service of worship provides this order for many. One shared, “I am 
a methodical person. I love routine. That is what I found in the Methodist church. Things 
are done a certain way.” The reverence and methodical dimensions of the United 
Methodist Church are appealing to many of those interviewed, revealing their importance 
to GHUMC’s life story.  
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Special services: 
The United Methodist Church has many special services throughout the year that 
are part of the worship experience. They speak to the heart of the life story of GHUMC. 
Many shared what the Christmas Eve service means to them and their families: “Until we 
started coming here, we never went to church on Christmas Eve, unless it was on a 
Sunday. We look forward to that all day long. How could we not be in church on 
Christmas Eve?” Another shared, “It didn’t matter what day of the week it was. We 
worked our day around Christmas Eve service.” Christmas Eve service ushers the 
members into a spirit of worship for the newborn king. 
One bachelor came into the church through a Thanksgiving service that spoke to 
his heart. His story told of cooking the Sunday afternoon meal for his extended family 
that went to church. Instead of attending church, he cooked in order to have leftovers for 
the week. One time, he shared his feelings about the Thanksgiving service: 
I decided I would go to a night-time Thanksgiving service. Thanksgiving 
Eve Service and a slice of bread. We were told to take a slice of bread 
when we came in the door and he preached about how many millions of 
people in the world would love to have that slice of bread. 
 
From that moment on he realized he wanted to be in church.  
An Easter service was responsible for two ladies becoming a part of the church. 
They had stopped going to their home church because of internal conflict within that 
church and found themselves headed to the Methodist church on Easter Sunday: 
I got up Easter Sunday and decided to come here to church. [My friend] 
was with me. I got in and the windows were covered. I sat down and the 
church had no light in it, I was struggling about what we were going to do 
and where we would go. Services started, they pulled the drapery off of 
the windows. It made me feel so good. I think that was the Lord leading 
me to this Church. 
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The special services have held deep meaning and been life changing for many in 
GHUMC. 
Legacy. 
The aspect of the tradition of the legacy is very meaningful to the members of 
GHUMC. Many stories were told about being able to remember the people who have 
influenced the church by the memorials it contains. “I love, love, love that…. The stained 
glass windows are in memory of people” one person recalled. Another reminds that the 
memorials are a spiritual act of remembrance: “It is not about that person getting 
recognition but about the glory of God. They wanted to be a part and were a big influence 
in this church.” One member, whose picture is on the entry to the education building, 
bequeathed a great deal of money to the church and allowing the addition to be built with 
her generous gift. One member reflected on this memorial: 
I walk in the back door and there is a picture of [deceased member], you 
all knew that I was a great friend with [deceased member]. We were very 
close. When I was in high school and commuted back and forth, I would 
stay at the drug store on afternoons waiting for my ride. Mama would pick 
me up and so I got to be close to all of them. I think it is wonderful when I 
walk in and see that picture of [deceased member]. 
 
The church has a keen understanding that these stories are part of its story, the church 
does not want the stories to be lost but passed on and remembered. All of the memorials 
are signs that say, “This is part of who we are as GHUMC.” 
Minor Theme # 3: Fun Times. 
 The church gathers together to be involved in mission through acceptance of 
others, to be a part of the family of God, and to worship God through reverent services of 
traditional worship. It also comes together to have Christian fun and fellowship with each 
other.  
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Many stories about the yearly retreat to Blue Lake were told. Blue Lake stories 
continue to be a dominant narrative of the church. Blue Lake was a place where the 
church members got to know each other at a deeper level as they worshiped and played 
together. Many of their stories shared the excitement and energy of the retreat.  The 
pantyhose story was told by a large six-foot-six man: 
It came to three men, the event was to see who could put on pantyhose the 
quickest, and the thing is, I didn’t have but a second to think. I just 
remember, they didn’t do this, and that’s why they didn’t win, but I just 
remembered something about you need to roll them down, quick to the 
feet and put your toe in…. They came up, and mine just went straight up, 
kind of, but theirs didn’t. They struggled and got tangled. 
 
Over twenty stories were told about the fun and fellowship at Blue Lake.  
The choir has many stories that they told of their social times, but the story that 
got this focus group so excited was about playing dirty Santa. The choir director started 
the story, but then the choir members had to tell the story together. This account is the 
compilation of seven people telling the story: 
I guess one of the stories that didn’t get told yet was how vicious the choir 
becomes when they play dirty Santa. I tried to get away from dirty Santa 
in the end because it got a little vicious. It needs to be brought back by 
popular demand. I think it’s good to do something for somebody else, and 
we can do that on the side. The families form alliances and work together 
to steal the good presents. The [previous pastor’s family] were especially 
bad about that, they learned well. [The man] would get on to that, too. 
They spot something they wanted….  Him and [his wife] worked together 
to get it….. Things with dirty Santa were fun.  
 
Dirty Santa created much laughter and joy amid the holiday season. 
Many stories of trips the youth have taken were communicated, but the most 
recent story described a story about a trip from which the youth had just returned from 
the day before the interview. This grandmother shared her grandson’s excitement: 
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Two of my [recently adopted] grandsons just got back from the youth trip. 
[The younger] was beside himself getting to go. [The older] was pretty 
excited too. [The younger] would not sleep last night. With the ball game 
and Six Flags…. He had such a good time. We stayed up past 1:00 a.m., 
him talking about the trip. He said going up no one really talked but on the 
way back everyone was talking and singing, having a blast. 
 
All of the youth trip stories, even those about the bus breaking down again and again, 
share the heart of the church that loves to laugh and have fun. The story that ignited the 
most discussion about the youth events described last year’s scavenger hunt. Five of the 
parents of the youth and children told the story together: 
Last year that we did the scavenger hunt. [All agree how much fun that 
was] I was one of the drivers. Me [sic], [youth #1) and I cannot remember, 
[youth #2] and [youth 3] arrived late.… I got a call to get there [to 
church]. I wheeled into that parking lot running about 90 miles an hour, 
barely slowed down. [Youth #1) was yelling, “get in, get in” and they 
were just standing there. I was steadily rolling out of the parking lot I am 
so competitive!  
I was on standby. [My husband] would call to get me to locate 
items…purple bandana….  
[I] caught a red light. We looked, and I thought it looks kind of green to 
me, and off we went. We had the best time. It was so much fun.  
[My child #1] and [my child #2] were involved. They said, with [adult 
who started the story]. We had a ball in her car!  
[Youth #1] was so competitive. When we were around here, I was revving 
it up getting ready for the scavenger hunt. 
 
These are some of the stories that these youth will be telling again and again. The church 
enjoys being together, laughing together, and having fun. This is a common theme of the 
church. 
Minor Theme #4: Anxiety for the Future. 
When each of the focus groups was asked the last question in the interview: “If 
anything were possible what would you like this church to look like in five years from 
now? (What stories would you like to be remembered?),” silence filled the room. The 
quietness was profound. When the focus groups recovered from the silence they spoke 
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dreams of a church full of young families. The discussion quickly went from dreams to a 
harsh view of a new cultural reality where church is no longer the center of people’s 
lives. One member lamented about future of the church: 
What would be great if the families now were like we were when it was 
expected that on Sunday, if you were in Grove Hill, you were in church. I 
mean, there wasn’t any question. I wish they would feel that way. That’s 
where I need to be. That’s where I want to be. That’s where the whole 
family is going to be, and not wake up and wonder if we are going to 
church today. That’s what you wake up to start to do. (original emphasis) 
 
Many of the groups shared that they passed church children playing outside Sunday 
mornings as they drove to church. The world is changing, not just Grove Hill. 
All of our kids grew up in this church, attended all the Easter egg hunts, 
and all the youth activities, that they took with [past youth workers]. 
Those are wonderful memories. It’s a shame that it seems like a lot of this 
is going away cause there’s no one to staff it, and the people aren’t 
coming. And it’s not just our church. It’s everywhere. All the other 
churches are facing the same thing we are facing. 
 
A real fear for the church, as a whole, permeates the people within GHUMC. 
 
The church members look at the church and see that “this church has lost so many 
in the past few years that were just dedicated Methodist members. We have lost a lot.” 
One explanation is that the children are just not coming back to the area. She observed, 
“The ones I graduated with did not come back here and their church. There are not a lot 
who did that. We need more fresh faces.” Fresh faces are hard to find in Grove Hill, 
Alabama. 
Even amidst the fears they desire the story of GHUMC to go on changing lives, 
transforming hearts, and making a difference in the world: “I want my grandchildren to 
remember what a strong spiritual foundation they got in this church and that they were 
mentored by other Christian adults, not just me or their parents but the other Christian 
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leaders in this church.” One member clearly stated, “We have a lot to offer.” GHUMC 
offers more than just Christ to the world. 
Bible school was an encouraging event this summer. The director of Bible school 
shared, “I feel like Bible school was good this year. We had a lot that fresh faces. We 
need to keep up with that.” While one of the focus groups met, the children from 
Vacation Bible School were meeting in the fellowship hall, having an ice cream social 
and watching the movie Frozen. One of the focus group members commented, “I would 
like to see all of those children that were there tonight here every time. We looked at old 
DVDs, and we just don’t have those children anymore.” While there is an anxiety for the 
future, hope emerges, as the church revives its story to this new generation. 
Summary of Major Findings 
The purpose of this study was to listen actively and learn the culture of the 
congregation of Grove Hill United Methodist Church through the congregational 
narrative. The quantitative research utilized seven focus groups to reveal the dominant 
narratives and themes of the Grove Hill United Methodist Church’s life story. The 
dominant narratives were very apparent by the frequency with which they were told. 
Through the dominant narratives, themes emerged that revealed the heart of the life story 
of GHUMC. The major themes that emerged were 
1. Everyone is accepted at GHUMC: those that are strong in their faith, those that 
are weak in their faith, those that are searching, those who have different ideas 
about aspects of theology and would not be tolerated in some denominations. 
2. Family is important: GHUMC is like a family with room for many more.  
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3. GHUMC is very traditional and Methodist (methodical) in worship and 
doctrine: This can be observed in the worship services, organization, special 
services, and the way it honors the members who have influenced the church.    
4. GHUMC likes to have fun and fellowship together. 
5. GHUMC has anxiety about the future of the church: In addition it understands 
the importance of passing on the church stories to future generations: giving 
hope for great things to come.  
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 
The origin of this project can be traced to my own experiences entering new 
congregations without a road map to explain the way to fruitful ministry within each 
church setting. I have served as a United Methodist pastor for twenty-five years and have 
found myself appointed to many different church situations in a variety of settings. One 
factor the churches shared was that each church was different. God had worked in and 
through each congregation to reveal his story to his people. In order for me, as a new 
pastor in each new situation, to understand the expression of God’s story through that 
community and culture, I had to get to know that congregation and its life story. Each 
congregation’s culture was unique. They possessed their own language, nuances, 
expressions, and values that were inherent in only that church. No already-written 
translation existed for a new pastor for that individual church. Getting to know a 
congregation through active pastoral listening to the stories of the congregation provided 
the roadmap for fruitful communication and ministry. Hopewell reminds that stories 
reveal the basic congregational worldview, motivating assumptions that preclude actions, 
and an ethos unique to that congregation (51). The church narratives teach the language, 
reveal the heart of the congregation, and show where God’s story has already been 
actively transforming the church through the dominant stories that the congregants tell 
and the themes that emerge from the body of their stories. I had but to listen and learn. At 
each new church, I will have to listen and learn. 
The very nature of the Church is to proclaim the gospel message and make 
disciples. This missive is proclaimed through the many particular voices of the church. 
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Each church is different and has a unique way of proclaiming the gospel message. 
Therefore, a new pastor must learn the voice and heart of the church in order to serve 
successfully.  
A rich history of storytelling began “in the beginning” (Gen. 1:1) when God 
desired a rich relationship with his people. Sin marred that relationship, and so God 
proposed a way toward renewal through the law. Deuteronomy teaches that knowing the 
Law is not good enough to forge the relationship, but loving obedience is the key to 
renewal. Repetitive telling the story of God’s love and his desire for relationship and 
obedience will lead to remembering to obey. This understanding did not work too well 
for the Israelites who were prone to disobedience. The New Testament introduces a new 
character into the gospel story, Jesus, who is the Savior of the world, and who presented a 
life-changing bridge to restore the relationship.  
The Church, in the New Testament, becomes the proclamation of the Savior to the 
world. Therefore, the church needs to know how that message is communicated in and 
through its personal story. The pastor must hear and understand how God’s message of 
restoration through Jesus Christ is communicated in and through the churches they serve 
and how the churches’ stories bring people together to be the house of God today. The 
task of the churches and their pastors is to revive the stories, breathe new life into them, 
and use their stories for the transformation of the world. 
This study revealed to me that my task as the pastor is not to dictate or to write the 
stories of the church and not to bring my personal stories so that my stories become the 
story of the church. Rather, I come in as a listener and learner in order to discover where 
God has already revealed his story to the church. In that way, I can reveal to the church, 
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in this case GHUMC, how its story relates and fits within the bigger story of the Church 
universal as a representative of God in the world. As the members of GHUMC rehear and 
relearn their story and their part in the greater story of God, they can begin to respond 
within the walls of GHUMC and then take the gospel out to others and to transform the 
world. 
The theology section in Chapter 2 explored the biblical story and then presented 
the shift in cultural approach to the gospel story through the journey from modernity to 
postmodern understanding, a shift that impacted the story of the church in a major way. 
The presupposition in the beginning for modernism was that God was the master 
storyteller with a master story. As people embraced the Enlightenment, they decided that 
God no longer was the author of the story, but the master story remained the same. 
Postmodernism strips that basic assumption, and relativism enters. Postmodernism 
suggests every person can author his or her own story. Some of the fears that are 
expressed by the members of GHUMC about the future of the church resonate with this 
shift in cultural understanding within our society. The members recognize a tug-of-war 
between the past and present understanding of God and the church, and they do not feel 
equipped to understand let alone move forward in ministry in a world that has shifted in 
its basic understandings.  
As a pastor, trained in a modern view of the world, my own understanding of 
ministry is challenged, and I understand a need for a new way of integrating the gospel 
message into a culture that does not approach life with the same basic understandings I 
developed in my family and my ministerial training. Narrative ministry acts as a bridge 
from modernism to a new world of postmodernism. Stories, including the church’s 
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stories, reveal the connecting points between God’s story and his people’s and ultimately 
the two stories become one,, combined in an incredible way. The research for this study 
explaining the cultural shift from modernism to postmodernism has been eye-opening to 
me. Instead of standing helplessly on the sidelines of the world, shaking my head, trying 
to understand what has happened to the world I knew, I now possess a premise for 
understanding that indeed the world has shifted and that ministry must shift in order to be 
relevant to the people of the world again.  
I can relate to the story of the Tower of Babel. The underlying understanding of 
the shifted world and some of the language that had been effective in the past is now 
rendered gibberish in the new world order. I am still called to ministry, so instead of 
holding to my antiquated language, hoping and praying for understanding, I must learn a 
new language in order to understand and to be understood. I need to listen to new stories 
from this new cultural perspective and then act as an interpreter for the church because 
they do not understand this new language, either. I am responsible to create new bridges 
to act as a conduit to bring the past history of my church, currently GHUMC, into the 
present and then into the future.  
The gospel story still remains and is alive and well within Grove Hill United 
Methodist Church. The church has connected their story with the gospel story, and this 
has led to the transformation of many throughout the 175 years of ministry. Together we 
seek to revive their story so that the church’s story is relevant and real for people today 
and will be vital to the church in the future.  
The section on modernism and postmodernism reflected the cultural shift that has 
occurred in culture’s basic understanding and thinking to which the church needs to adapt 
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their method of ministry. Storytelling and storylistening provide the key elements that 
can bridge the chasm between modernity and postmodernity. 
The elements of a story unpack the various aspects of a story that combine to 
create the story. This section was crucial to the dissertation because it offered a way to 
look at and analyze the themes that emerged from the stories and the significance of those 
themes.  
The first research question, “What are the dominant church narratives?” was 
answered through the delineation of the dominant narratives told by the church members 
through their focus group experiences. Each of the four questions asked revealed 
different dominant narratives that were crucial to answering this question. The core 
stories of a congregation, according to Taylor, explain and make connections, are 
meaningful, are satisfying/affecting behavior, and are important. They move from being a 
story to being one’s own story (85-86). Identifying the dominant stories of the 
congregation is of first importance because they were the theme revealers. The stories are 
told over and over in a congregation because they have meaning and purpose to the 
church inherent within the messages they convey.  
The second research question, “What basic narrative themes emerge from the 
main stories told by the congregation (i.e., characters, time, setting, plot, mood)?” were 
derived from the dominant stories.  Five major themes came to light as the stories were 
analyzed and then categorized. These themes of the church’s stories reveal the dearly 
held beliefs of the church. The themes convey who that church is, its ethos, and who the 
church desires to be. The stories reveal and are the deep-seated core beliefs of the church. 
The five revealed themes clearly answered the second research question. The first noted 
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theme of importance was—everyone is accepted at GHUMC— was an overwhelmingly 
dominant theme of GHUMC. The experience of the study is more relevant than the study 
itself as it clearly delineates a process all new pastors can follow to learn the language 
and heart of a congregations they serve. Therefore, this dissertation verifies the research 
and adds to an already vast body of studies that convey the importance of storylistening, 
storytelling, and story retelling.  
Major Findings 
Stories can be analyzed in many different ways. Bradt cautions that attempting to 
isolate, analyze, or separate parts of the story from the whole can destroy the singleness 
and unity of the story experience (12). Simmons also agrees that the separate entities that 
make up a story, such as details, characters, events, time, and sequencing are so 
intertwined that the entity of a story is far greater than the sum of all its parts (31). 
Therefore, the stories received from the church members of GHUMC were analyzed so 
that the integrity of each story remained intact and the overriding themes of the whole 
continued. 
The semi-structured interviews of forty members of the Grove Hill United 
Methodist Church, divided into seven groups revealed the dominant narratives of the 
congregational stories and the major themes of their church story. The dominant stories 
highlighted the major themes of the church narratives. The core/dominant stories of the 
church connect the past to the present and the present to the future and predict the 
dominant values of the life story of the congregation. Highlighting and understanding the 
dominant narratives of a congregation is crucial in understanding the deeply held values. 
Through the dominant stories, themes emerged. The themes revealed through the 
Cook 146 
 
dominant stories and the other narratives of the church, aim toward the connecting points 
between the church story and the gospel story. Values are recognized and perpetuated 
through stories. Themes write and structure the overarching life story of a church. Each 
church connects with God at different intersections. Therefore, in order to understand an 
individual church, the pastor must recognize these connecting points and why they are 
held dear to the people of that church.  
In order to find the dominant stories and themes, a pastor must engage in active 
listening to the stories of the people. This study utilized seven focus groups containing a 
total of forty people of GHUMC to listen to stories that answered four primary questions. 
The questions were designed to prompt stories about the past, present, and future of the 
church.  
Five themes emerged from the active listening and analysis of the stories that 
were influenced by the dominating stories. The first major theme listed was the dominant 
or overarching theme of the life story of the church. The other four themes were lesser, 
minor themes. The themes are listed in descending order of significance. 
Major Theme #1: Accepting Everyone 
The overarching theme of Scripture is that God loves his people and desires to be 
in relationship with them, no matter how different or sinful/human we are. In accordance 
with the Bible, the communion liturgy of the United Methodist church states (and the 
Bible), “God loves us while we are yet sinners, that proves his loves toward us” (United 
Methodist Hymnal 12). Grove Hill United Methodist Church overwhelmingly focuses 
their life story on this biblical theme of acceptance. They have lived their life story 
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proclaiming to the world that surrounds them that at GHUMC people are welcomed and 
accepted.  
The atmosphere of welcome and acceptance attracts people who feel, in their own 
life setting, judged or condemned. The vast number of transplants to GHUMC from the 
Baptist denomination (60 percent) attest to this fact. Those who feel religion places rules 
and regulations that bind them instead of freeing them to be who they can be in Christ. 
GHUMC focuses on showing love and acceptance that free people of the chains that bind 
them instead of replacing their chains of sin with the church’s rules and regulations. The 
setting or worldview of many of the participants revealed a previous, uncomfortable 
setting that did not resonate with their inner being,, and so they sought something 
different where they would feel loved and cherished instead of condemned and judged. In 
a sense, the participants chose stories that depicted the Baptist church as viewing the 
character of God as a villain who was mean, unbending, and excluding and the Methodist 
church presented God as the hero who was loving, concerned, and inclusive.  
The theme of loving acceptance is carried out in many aspects of the liturgy of the 
United Methodist Church. The response in the communion liturgy to this proclamation of 
God’s love to his people while they are still sinners is from the pastor to the 
congregation, “In the name of Jesus Christ, you are forgiven” to which the congregation 
responds, “In the name of Jesus Christ you are forgiven” (United Methodist Hymnal 12). 
This liturgy carries out a powerful dynamic, where the pastor offers the congregation 
God’s love and forgiveness. In turn love and forgiveness are offered to the pastor by the 
congregation. GHUMC embodies the powerful understanding that not only are the church 
members flawed by sin but also the minister is flawed by sin. The stories of the church 
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revealed the understanding of sin as being a mutual problem, and the pastor is no more or 
less prone to sin than the people. When either the congregation or pastor shows his/her 
humanness, grace and forgiveness are offered. 
Hospitality is a gift given by God. GHUMC has embraced this gift to the 
community in ways I have never witnessed before in my ministry. The church opens the 
doors to anyone who has need, which many churches do. GHUMC goes one huge step 
beyond by seeking opportunities to open their doors to the community. A deep 
understanding presides that the church grounds and buildings belong to God and, 
therefore, can and should be used by the community. I have never heard of an instance 
where GHUMC failed to invite people to use the buildings for events or charged a fee for 
the use of the facilities. 
Church hospitality extends to helping individuals who have need: If anyone needs 
help financially, spiritually, emotionally, or physically, the church quickly responds. In 
the interviews numerous members repeated the phrase, “We were the first to help.” Many 
times GHUMC is the only one who provides help as witnessed by the people sent from 
the Baptist church, unaided, to the Methodist church where they were readily helped.  
In Robert Schnase’s book The Five Practices of a Fruitful Congregation the first 
practice is radical hospitality. Radical hospitality is already a powerful part of  
GHUMC’s genetic makeup. As the pastor I need but to recognize and stir up that which 
is already inherent in this church.  
Minor Finding # 1: Like Family  
From the beginning God referred to the Israelites as “My People” (Ex. 6:7; Jer. 
30:22; Lev. 26:12). God was the father and the people were his children. They were a 
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family as an illustration. In this way God demonstrated the relationship he desired with 
humankind by using an illustration of the family. God also established the concept of 
families from the very beginning of creation by placing Adam and Eve in a mutual 
relationship and then adding their children, creating a family. This concept of relationship 
has carried down though the history of humankind. Then he placed the family in 
community. A definite order and progression existed to the relationships God provided 
and used to foster relationships that were meaningful and effective. Deuteronomy makes 
it clear that families play important roles passing stories on to future generations, as 
mentioned in chapter 6. The church is just another aspect of the concept of family that 
was instituted by God, one very large family unit working together to pass on the family. 
GHUMC understands the need for the depth of a familial relationship rather than 
just a communal relationship. The people come together as a family, working together, 
loving each other, helping each other, and accepting each other. An old adage states that 
“You can pick your friends but not your family.” This concept is important to understand 
at GHUMC. When one becomes a member of the family s/he is loved and accepted 
unconditionally. One member said, “We have our fights and squabbles like any family” 
At the end of the day the overarching theme of acceptance combined with the theme of 
family unites the church to move into ministry. 
Hopewell notes that when new people enter a church they need to find a place that 
resonates with their beliefs and value systems (5). Newcomers also need to sense the 
possibility of becoming a part of the family. The family system of a church, any church, 
must effectively communicate the ability to welcome newcomers into the family fold and 
not communicate a closed family system where new members are not really assimilated 
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into the family system. While this sense of family is a very biblical approach to church, a 
church may, by their close familial relationships, communicate that the family is not open 
to new people, especially to people who are not like them. Consequently, the literature 
suggests that newcomers sense a closed family system and will move on.  
Minor Theme #2: Traditional and Methodist in Worship and Doctrine  
Churches communicate their story in many ways—through the actual stories that 
are told, the layout of the church, the pictures and plaques around the church, and the 
order or lack of order of their worship. Therefore, the story of a church is being told the 
moment someone walks on the church grounds. The story without words continues as one 
walks through the buildings, sits in a service of worship, listening to the music, absorbing 
the ambiance of the place. Even before a word of narrative is spoken, the underlying 
story of a church is already being communicated. The research on narratives neglected 
this part of the unspoken message of the church—what the church communicates without 
words. More research on the integration of narrative with the unspoken narrative would 
be most profitable.   
Part of the unspoken narrative is told in the form of worship. Many different 
forms of worship exist: charismatic, contemporary, and traditional. The form of worship 
is not important overall, as long as it is passionate. The second practice of a fruitful 
congregation, according to Schnase, is passionate worship. Passionate worship at 
GHUMC emerges through a very traditional format, using creeds and methodical order. 
Deep reverence in the worship experience of GHUMC is intentional and draws the 
people of the church into a deeper worship experience. The people know what to expect 
every Sunday because of the preeminent worship patterns. Though the surrounding world 
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may be chaotic and hectic, a holy place of rest and peace is available at GHUMC: a place 
where the cares of the week can be placed to the side for a while and people can be 
immersed in the sacred presence of the Lord. 
GHUMC is the holy ground on which Moses walked on. All aspects of the 
worship experience point toward God. In this way, GHUMC celebrates in remembrance, 
every Sunday and on every special occasion, what God has done for them. The liturgy 
and prayers are responses to what God encouraged the Israelites to do: remember; do not 
forget; tell the story and then tell it again so that even the children can remember it. The 
creeds, music, communion, sermons, and special services participate in the acts of 
remembrance.  
The building also acts as a memorial. Plaques, pictures and other memorials are 
sprinkled throughout the church to prompt remembrance of what God has done through 
GHUMC through special people who have left their mark on the church. The legacy from 
the past is brought to the present and then to the future as each generation of members 
stands on the foundational ministry of the past to live out the church’s mission in the 
present, moving toward the future. 
A connectedness of the form of worship to actual worship is present that I, as the 
pastor, need to be aware of and utilize in my ministry to GHUMC. This church already 
understands the full experience of worship includes in recited creeds, prayers, and 
methodical ways of doing things. However, I should not rest on previous understandings 
of worship but develop ways to enhance the practices that are already so meaningful to 
this congregation. By utilizing the acolytes, concrete forms of worship such as candles, 
banners, or other visual stimuli to evoke reverence and awe of God, I can create a fuller 
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worship experience. Traditions do not have to be binding but can present a fuller 
awareness of the total environment/setting of the places of worship, and therefore, I can 
utilize other traditional forms that would resonate with this congregation to afford more 
passionate, richer worship. I can also utilize the existing structures, such as the stained 
glass windows, as previously explored by Barbara Doerrer-Peacock to share narrative and 
enhance worship. Unlimited possibilities are presented through traditional worship and 
doctrine for ministry to GHUMC. Being a pastor at GHUMC presents many exciting 
opportunities. 
Minor Theme # 3: Fun Times. 
Chapter 2 highlighted the importance of developing relationships through shared 
narrative. Taylor explains that only through the shared story can one know oneself and 
one’s story because the stories are intertwined and intermingled (6). Healthy communities 
are built upon common stories. Hopewell discusses the “rich discourse” of a congregation 
(48). The depth of richness is achieved by a variety of shared experiences. Worshiping 
together is only one layer of developed relationship. Working together in missions is 
another layer. Laughing and having fun together adds that layer of richness to which 
Hopewell is referring. The shared stories that emerge through having fun together 
continue the laughter toward an optimistic future. 
If all a church does is promote routine worship and helping others, then the 
experience lacks luster, shine, and spark. Fun puts the sparkle in the church experience 
and fosters relationships. Hebrews 10:25 admonishes hearers “not [to] forsake the 
fellowship of believers.” Fellowship is crucial to relationship building. When people 
laugh together and play together, bonds are formed. GHUMC understands the need for 
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this depth of fellowship. Fun naturally happened when the church made their annual trip 
to Blue Lake for a retreat together. The retreat is now a thing of the past, so the church 
must actively seek new ways to foster fun and fellowship.  
New stories about having fun together emerged during the interviews, which 
demonstrates that the church is taking this vital part of their story and rewriting it from 
the past experiences at Blue Lake to new and exciting opportunities for fun  and 
fellowship. The story continues. Remembering to have fun and fellowship is a crucial 
message to the longevity of GHUMC. Four people interviewed said that they had not 
been at the church long enough to have any stories. Each had been at the church over ten 
years. The stories are happening every day at GHUMC and need be captured as part of 
the ongoing story of the church. The church does not just possess past stories but stories 
about the present and future. Every time two or more gather at GHUMC they have a new 
story to tell. Somehow, though, the new stories have not integrated with the old stories. I 
understand part of my commission is to put these new stories before the people. When the 
church has fun together, I need proactively to seek ways to have it reported to the 
congregation their emerging life story. 
Minor Theme #4: Anxiety About The Future.  
Anxiety about the future is a new chapter in the life story of the church, not just 
GHUMC but for the Christian church as a whole. Many elements of anxiety have been 
told in the story of GHUMC in the past, but it is now taking on a new significance for the 
church as the world changes around them. The stories revealed the understanding that 
many things have changed. The population of the surrounding area is declining. People 
no longer value the importance of going to church as essential for their lives, and parents 
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no longer have the time or energy they once had for service to the church. Therefore, the 
programs no longer have the workers the church once had. People are more mobile and 
leave town on the weekends so that many are not in church. Members have moved or 
died. All of these things combined present a challenge that the church has not been 
prepared to meet. The shifting paradigm from modernism to postmodernism offers 
insight into the shifting views of church. 
When asked about the dreams for the future of the church, there was silence in 
each of the focus groups of GHUMC. The church was not prepared to answer that 
question. GHUMC has been caught unaware by the changing of the world around them 
and has not developed a plan or strategies to meet with this new challenge, a problem that 
can be seen globally. I am confident that throughout their 175 years of existence this 
church has braved many challenges and has always stepped up and conquered each one. 
Stories about the challenge of having a Japanese pastor after World War Two, having the 
first woman pastor in the area, and helping out with Hurricane Katrina reflect the courage 
and strength of the church. GHUMC has a rich history of meeting the challenge and not 
just overcoming it but using it to make the church stronger in its story and ministry to the 
world. The Church, not just GHUMC, but the Church universal, must and will find its 
way forward once again by tapping into its story and reviving who they are and how the 
story of God flows through each church in order to remain an active, thriving 
congregation. The anxiety can and will become an opportunity for new and better things. 
Taylor shares that, “Healthy stories defeat isolation and nihilism by linking us to others 
and by encouraging us to be characters engaged in life and not mere spectators” (139). 
Dinkins also asserts that, “When the stories stop the community dies” (25). As long as 
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new stories are being generated within the church and the community, health and a future 
are possible. By finding their story once again, the church, as a whole, can move toward 
and plan for the future which includes many different stories and hope for new life. 
I have to be careful not to be caught up in their anxiety. I see a decline in 
Methodism as a whole, the contention within the Church universal over issues of world 
view, the decline in population of the area I serve, as well as the decline of the interest, 
health, and ability of the once-active members of GHUMC. The research for this 
dissertation moved me away from the anxiety of the present by refocusing me on the 
stories of the past. God has always brought his church through changing cultures, decline, 
and disability. He can and will again.  
I forget, and the congregation has forgotten. Now I am the Moses to these people 
of Grove Hill to show the way through the wilderness of anxiety. I need to keep my focus 
where it should be and remember the grand narrative of Scripture that still speaks today. 
Erin Phillips reminds the church that, “The church is not asked to be a successful 
institution, but a faithful community” (21). Our faithfulness is revealed through the lives 
of the people who are transformed by their interaction and participation with God’s story. 
Implications of the Findings 
Exciting implications exist as a result of my study, first, for Grove Hill United 
Methodist Church. In many ways the members are like the Israelites who lost/forgot their 
story. Forgetfulness can easily happen because so many competing stories vie to be 
heard. God realized how easily the story could be lost, so he gave instructions to the 
Israelites on how to remember: repeat it, repeat it, and repeat it. Through this study the 
church can reconnect with its story and remember who they are and how its story 
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connects with God’s story. Hopewell conveys that the existing stories as well as the 
newly constructed stories reveal a duality of purpose of shaping community values while 
also reflecting on the formation and reformation of the values to the future generations 
(109). Then the story can once again be repeated and ministry refreshed and renewed as 
the values are being framed and reframed. 
This study also has major implications me as pastor. I have reached a new 
understanding of who Grove Hill United Methodist Church is and how its story connects 
with God’s story. I have learned the new (for me) language of the people of GHUMC 
with its subtleties, underlying implications, and nuances and can almost speak the 
language of the people I serve. At least I am beginning to understand it. I have also 
glimpsed the heart of the congregation through their many stories. As I grow in my 
understanding of the heart and the language, my ministry will become more effective and 
I will be able to lead the church in unleashing their powerful story to the world of Grove 
Hill and beyond. I have begun earnestly using the stories I have collected in my sermons, 
Bible studies for adults and youth, and in my conversations. The feedback has been 
tremendous. I no longer have to seek illustrations from the Internet or books. The 
illustrations emerge from the vast depository of stories I have collected. The people love 
hearing their stories and walk out of church saying, “Remember when that happened?”  
Something exciting that has happened since the beginning of the process of story 
listening is that the members are now generating new stories. Throughout the sermon 
series on “The Five Practices of a Fruitful Congregation,” I retold the stories revealed 
through this study. By incorporating the stories of the church members, highlighting the 
areas where the practices are already a part of the story of the church that just need to be 
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revived, I have witnessed members of the church generating new ideas for ministry.  
Prior to this project all ideas were generated by the pastor with the congregation passively 
joining. The ideas are now coming from the members. One such idea is the Pay It 
Forward cards. GHUMC members have the ability to make a real difference financially 
in our community. The church is now encouraging participation by commissioning the 
members to go out and do something extravagant, or even little, that might make a 
difference and to leave a card with the church’s name, address, service time, and the 
encouragement to pay the blessing forward. The idea has taken off within the community 
and been transformational for the church. Another idea generated by a Sunday school 
class was First Sunday Food. Every first Sunday of the month the members of the church 
are invited to bring food, cleaning supplies, or money for the Department of Human 
Services food pantry. This new ministry was kicked off by the children going door to 
door for a food drive, collecting over five hundred cans of food. What was once passive 
participation has become active, vibrant ministry within the community. The church’s 
sense of loving and accepting everyone within the community has been renewed and 
radical mission and ministry has resulted. Simmons states that if the pastor can help the 
church to understand what is going on in their story, especially the plot, and their role in 
it, they will follow. They may even start to lead the way once they understand and believe 
in their story (35). Watching the members lead the way is exciting for a pastor. As the 
pastor of GHUMC, I am along for the ride where God is renewing and regenerating the 
story of GHUMC.  
I also realize the need to continue to collect and tell more stories of GHUMC. My 
task as listener has not been completed. I have not heard all of the church’s stories and I 
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have not even begun to tell all of the stories about the church that need to be told. Each 
time we tell the stories of the church, the past is reconnected to the present and the church 
is strengthened. The church is only at the beginning of realizing all the new stories they 
can create. 
I am learning the vital role that I serve as the primary storyteller of the 
congregation. I can reframe some of the stories of the church in such a positive way that 
the church is blessed and encouraged, even if the initial story was negative or neutral. 
The transformation of the story connects with Schank and Taylor’s research on healthy 
stories. When I, as the master story teller, reframe stories to be healthy and vibrant, the 
new story (essentially the old story reframed) becomes the universal story as congregants 
hear and retell that story. Dinkins describes moving the church through the process of 
storytellers, to storylisteners, and then to a story conversation between the pastor and 
members, which is told and retold.  
The process of storying, described by Bradt, was observed through the focus 
groups as they made the stories together. This process was fun to watch. I would have 
liked to have observed story brokering, described by Hoffman, where the faith 
community negotiates a preferred or emerging story, but due to the constraints of the 
question/answer format story brokering did not happen in this particular study. 
Ethnography, used by Moschella, involves the use of questions to learn and collect stories 
intentionally. In many ways the methods of ethnography were utilized in this study, but 
the pastor/facilitator did not respond or clarify as a true ethnographer would. In this style, 
I was transformed through the listening to the stories of GHUMC. 
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This study presents an entry way for any pastor coming to a new church or one 
struggling to understand and communicate within the church that he or she serves. The 
road map needed by a pastor for a new congregation is not a report or a list delineating 
who a congregation is but a process of listening to the congregation’s stories, who they 
are in the grand scheme. I will leave to my successor the road map to follow on how to 
listen actively to the stories of the church and form the relationships that are so much 
more important than the stories themselves. I will not leave my research, however. The 
dissertation could skew or limit my successor’s formation of relationships that are 
developed through the process of story listening. GHUMC is not, even today, the same 
church that was interviewed a few months ago. The church and its stories are constantly 
evolving, changing, and growing. This dissertation presents a snapshot of one moment in 
the life of the church but not the heart of who the church and its people are. The new 
pastor must learn the language not from reading a book about the church but by forming 
the vital relationships through storylistening and discovering for himself or herself the 
beauty of what God is already doing in and through the people of GHUMC. The method 
of learning about a congregation through their stories is effective, engaging, beneficial, 
and a lot of fun. This process is the road map. 
Limitations of the Study 
My study was limited by the absence of the children’s and youth’s stories. While 
the children and youth may not have a sense of the deep history of the church, they still 
have a story to tell about their church and are some of the most active storytellers of the 
church. The first question revealed that three people came to the church because the 
young people had invited them. Their voices have been crucial in the past and need to be 
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heard in the present. Complications are inherent in conducting interviews of those under 
18, yet I maintain that the children and youth are some of the church’s storytellers, and 
their stories still need to be heard in the future. 
Limiting the study to forty congregants and four questions presented restrictions 
on the pool of stories and sources. Stories, however, have no limit, and many more 
narratives could be told that were not told. This study is not the end of the task of 
storylistening but the beginning. More stories are left to hear. More stories need to be 
told. More members need to tell them. Stories not only need to be told, they also need to 
be heard. The anxiety for the future of the church is a very real concern. If people are not 
present to hear the story, they cannot enter into the story and allow the story to permeate 
their lives. The church life story that is an expression of God’s story worked out in each 
particular church, and that story cannot be heard, told, or lived by members who are not 
actively engaged in the story.  
This exact study can never be replicated in another church or even at GHUMC 
because already the stories, people, and setting have changed by the telling of the story. 
Brueggemann talks about a “storied place” which has meaning because of the history 
lodged there (in Bradt 130). This place no longer exists except in the memories of the 
storytellers to be renewed and revisited with each telling. Therefore, a new pastor coming 
into GHUMC cannot use this research as the sole map for understanding the church and 
its language. Instead, that individual will need to seek, explore, and experience the story 
process personally in order to gain true insight and understanding. The process of 
immersing one’s self in the cultural milieu of the church informs ministry. This 
dissertation can only give a tiny reflection of GHUMC. The stories have already gone 
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through transformation by the listeners and the tellers. The stories about the past now 
have new life and breath and will live to be told again and again, and with each telling the 
stories will change as well as the tellers and listeners. Every new pastor appointed to 
GHUMC must become a story listener in order to hear the current life story for that 
moment and time. Each congregation and each pastor can experience a moment of 
understanding the church story, as when the story is lived and breathed with new life. 
While this constant transformation does limit the study because it can never be replicated 
exactly, it unleashes the possibility for new stories, new reflections, and new ministry. 
The study, indeed, is transformational for me and for the church and has potential to be 
transformational for the world. 
Unexpected Observations 
Conducting interviews was crucial to gathering data. The approval from the 
Internal Review Board to begin meeting and interviewing the focus groups arrived at the 
beginning of summer. During the summer many of the people of GHUMC go to the 
beach or have other activities that take them away from the church. Absence presented a 
hurdle to participation I did not expect when plans for the study were made. Even though 
the church has been excited and supportive of my dissertation and actively participating 
in the project, when confronted with the actual meeting together in the summer many 
backed out. Traditionally GHUMC does not have meetings, extra activities, or programs 
during the summer because people are gone. The children, adult Bible study, and youth 
programs cease activity during the summer months, and the choir takes one month off.  
Health issues also presented an obstacle. During the two plus years that I have 
served as pastor, the congregation, as a whole, has declined in their health. Some people 
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who were present and active just six months ago are no longer able to participate. Health 
issues influenced some of the focus groups. The men’s group had two who could not 
attend due to health issues. I met these challenges by including other people in focus 
groups who may not be directly involved with the groups but are active in other areas of 
the church. I also had to schedule one extra meeting in order to reach the chosen number 
of forty participants. 
Another unexpected observation was the joy of the focus group. When the groups 
got together, inherent patterns of behavior emerged, and many times one would start a 
story and the other focus group members would jump in to help. This dynamic created 
energy and a synergy through which more rich and full stories were written and shared. 
However, at times deciphering was difficult when members would rush to tell their 
version or part of the story. Overall the outcome was worth the time and effort. Many 
times a group would take off with a story and write the story together. That was so much 
fun. What began as a story listening and telling exercise became a story conversation. No 
one or two members dominated the groups. The focus groups truly worked together, 
supported each other, and listened to build the story of the church. 
Each focus group participant was comfortable with each other. This level of 
comfort can be observed in the choice of wording used for the stories. No member was 
trying to impress the others but chose to tell the stories in a casual way, sometimes using 
incorrect grammar, though the church members are very educated, and not always 
finishing sentences or thoughts. Steinke asserts that no one story exists alone but is 
twisted up in innumerable others. The focus group setting utilizing people already 
comfortable with each other with preformed relationships highlights this tangle of stories.  
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Originally the group of church members on my research reflection team who have helped 
edit and made suggestions concerning the dissertation were horrified at the language: 
“They will think we are just a bunch of hicks down here.” They wanted to edit the stories 
so that they were proper. Together, we concluded that this language is the way people 
who are comfortable with each other talk to each other. The incomplete thoughts and 
sentences were indicators of a deeper, already formed method of interaction and 
understanding. 
I was surprised the difficulty the church members had in answering the last 
question. Their silence when the question was asked was deafening in all of the focus 
groups. Many times I had to reword the question and prompt the group to begin to 
answer. The first answers given, “We want a full church,” or, “younger members,” was 
not in story format but given as if it was the expected answer. These answers were never 
expanded, but the discussion in each of the seven groups moved toward the fears for the 
future because of what we do not have and/or what we need. The focus group of parents 
of youth and children was the only group to capture any ideas that may assist in moving 
toward a fuller church or younger members. The lack of vision for the future reveals a 
defined area of growth for the church.  
The silence, after the last question, may also signify that the question was not 
worded correctly or was not worded in such a way that would generate stories. The 
participants did have the questions ahead of time, and they could have asked for 
clarification before the group session, but none did. I am not convinced that handing out 
the questions ahead of time was helpful because most of the participants confessed that 
they had not read through the questions before the session. Some of the focus group 
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members however did comment that having the questions ahead of time was helpful to 
them. Perhaps, the existential answering of the questions in a group prompted the best 
responses. 
Recommendations 
The findings of the dissertation cannot stop with the written work but needs to be 
communicated to the congregation as a whole. I will be preaching and sharing parts of the 
story with the congregation on Sunday mornings. I will be using Schnase’s outline of the 
five practices of a fruitful congregation. The outline connects the church’s story to vital 
practices that will unleash the life story of GHUMC in practical yet productive ways. The 
first practice is radical hospitality, which is already the core belief of this church. The 
unleashing of the story will begin with the tremendous, already in place, strength of the 
church.  
The congregation needs to ask constantly, “Where do we go from here?” 
Hopewell states that a “congregation can learn to tell its stories” (141). Holding on to the 
delineated life story of the church, the congregation can envision what the life story 
means for future ministry as they tell and retell this life story. The future stories have not 
been written but the patterns of what God has been doing in and through the church in the 
past set a cast for what can and will happen in the future. Life-changing, transformational 
ministry can happen intentionally instead of sporadically, utilizing the God-given 
narrative resources the church already has. In this way, the life story is unleashed into the 
future. 
Further studies that could build upon this study involve integrating this work with 
the studies currently done at Albin Institute in revitalizing congregations through 
Cook 165 
 
transforming their narratives. The study emphasizes the role of the pastor/leader to listen 
and learn the language and stories before attempting to alter the stories. Already each 
church has in place the stories needed for revitalization, but these stories can be forgotten 
or replaced. In a dying church situation, the congregation might ask, “what could happen 
if the church reawakened its story?” And what would happen if the people rediscovered 
who they are in Christ, as the Israelites rediscovered their story when they found the 
forgotten scrolls.  
Postscript 
The study of the narratives of the church as a way to get to know the church, learn 
its language, and discover the heart of its story for its unleashing for fruitful ministry has 
been tremendously successful. This method can be used by any pastor, in any situation, to 
connect with the church’s story and then join the story in order to have transformational 
ministry with and through the church he or she serves. For pastors, listening is the initial 
and most important thing they can do according to much of the research (e.g., Dinkins; 
Greenleaf; Taylor). Nothing is greater than a person’s story. If you want to know a 
person, or a church, listen to the stories (Brockelman; Dinkins). 
 The possibilities in the life story narrative for unleashing a transformational 
ministry are limitless. The story allows the pastor not only to hear the life story of the 
congregation and to understand it but to take that life story to a whole new level of 
understanding for the members of the congregation as they reconnect with their story. 
When the congregation reconnects with their story, they also reconnect with the story of 
the Church and mission of the Church, and their life story is unleashed in transformation 
to their community and to the world. This crucial research question is one that reconnects 
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the church to its past story and the emerging present story in order to write a visionary 
future story for the church. 
 My ministry has been transformed through this study. I am now very intentional 
in listening rather than speaking, to ask probing questions and really hear the replies, and 
to utilize my times of speaking as opportunities to retell the church’s story and how it 
connects with God’s story. In the past I fumbled through the process of getting to know a 
congregation. No clear path exists to follow in order to learn and understand a 
congregation. Now I have a defined process that I can utilize to get to know another 
congregation. If I serve another church after GHUMC, I will use what I have learned and 
be able to translate a new language of a new people who have a life story that is different 
than GHUMC’s but just as powerful, meaningful, and transformational. Hopewell states, 
“Christ was already there before anyone of them arrived” (17). The church’s story, 
whatever that church is, is inherently Christ’s story, so all I need to do is to bring out that 
part of the story so the church can thrive. My ministry has already been transformed 
through the process of storylistening. 
I close this study with a quote from one of the members of GHUMC;, “We have a 
lot to offer.” GHUMC does have a lot to offer: their acceptance, family atmosphere, their 
upholding of the traditions of the United Methodist Church, and their ability to laugh and 
have fun even though they are anxious about the future. God began moving in, around, 
and through GHUMC even before its conception. Their stories attest to all God has 
created them to do and to be in the past, the present, and the future. Many more stories 
have yet to be written at GHUMC. This dissertation now becomes a part of their story 
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because they assisted me in writing my dissertation. I am so excited that I get to be a part 
of writing this story and many more. 
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APPENDIX A 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
(All questions are to be answered in story form) 
1. What brought you to this church? 
2. What do you like about the church? (What keeps you here?) 
3. What are some of your best stories about the church.… The ones that keep getting 
told over and over again? 
4. If anything was possible, what would you like this church to look like five years 
from now? (What stories would you like to be remembered?) 
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APPENDIX B 
Guidelines for Story Sharing 
1. Answer each question in story format, sharing the stories of the church.   
2. Everyone is encouraged to participate. Please be considerate of each other so that 
 everyone has a reasonable opportunity to be heard. 
3. If there is a story that needs to be told that is not directly addressed by a question but 
 you think it is an important story of the church, please share it—the purpose is to 
 hear all of the stories of the church.                 
4. Limit the stories to stories about Grove Hill United Methodist Church. Many good  
stories exist about other churches and pastors. For the purposes of this study, we 
are limiting the stories just to this church and its overlapping community stories. 
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LETTER OF CONSENT 
DATE: ______________ 
DEAR _____________    
I am a doctor of ministry participant at Asbury Theological Seminary, and I am 
conducting research on the topic of getting to know a congregation through their stories 
in order to unleash their stories for transformational ministry. I would like to survey forty 
people from Grove Hill United Methodist Church through the use of seven focus groups. 
You have been selected as one invited to assist in the study because of your participation 
in a small group in existence at the church.    
Since stories can be sensitive and personal for many church attendees (each 
wanting their story to be heard and a desire to protect the characters in the story), I assure 
you that your responses will be kept confidential. In order to protect your relationships in 
your church, I will not put your name to the story and I will use the audiotape only for the 
purpose of capturing the correct wording and expression for the dissertation, which will 
result from my research. I am collecting these stories to assess the emerging themes and 
dominant stories told by the participants from the congregation. In the Our Story 
Seminar, these themes and dominant stories will be shared as a blended view rather than 
individual stories that identify individual participants.  
I believe storytelling and listening to stories is a central element of any church and 
I believe the findings from these interviews will assist congregations unearth their own 
life stories. My hope is that this dissertation will assist other churches from around the 
country. The time you and others are taking to participate in this project is vital to its 
success. Once the research is completed, in approximately three months, I will destroy 
Cook 171 
 
the individual audiotape and written stories, but I will keep the anonymous data 
electronically until my dissertation is written and approved. It will them be deleted from 
my computer. I will take all reasonable steps to protect this information by keeping them 
in a locked drawer in my home and on a password protected computer.  
You can refuse to respond to any or all of the questions in the interview. Your 
participation is entirely voluntary,, and I appreciate your willingness to consider being 
part of the project. Feel free to call or write me at any time if you need any more 
information. My number is 850-532-4356 and my e-mail is chrisrbcook@gmail.com    
If you are willing to assist me in this study, please sign and date this letter below 
to indicate your voluntary participation. Thank you for your help.    
Sincerely,      
Christine Cook     
I volunteer to participate in the study described above and both understand and agree to 
the terms outlined above, indicated by my signature below:    
Your signature: ________________________________________Date:______________  
Please print your name:____________________________________________________  
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APPENDIX D 
PICTURES OF THE TOWN AND CHURCH 
 
Grove Hill United 
Methodist Church 
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APPENDIX E 
MAP OF CLARKE COUNTY, ALABAMA 
 
Clarke 
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Alabama 
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